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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: The Efficacy 
of Duoethnography in Teaching 

and Learning: A Return to its Roots

Joe Norris and Richard D. Sawyer

J. Norris (*) 
Brock University, St. Catharines, ON, Canada 

R.D. Sawyer 
Washington State University Vancouver, Vancouver, WA, USA

Since its debut in 2003 (Norris & Sawyer, 2003), duoethnography has 
become a widely known research methodology, through which people of 
difference reconceptualize their histories of a particular phenomenon in 
juxtaposition with one anOther. The first publication (Norris & Sawyer, 
2004) examined sexual orientation but wasn’t even labeled as a duoeth-
nography until republished in 2015 (Sawyer & Norris, 2015a). After a few 
initial conference presentations, colleagues in attendance requested more 
details regarding Joe’s and Rick’s dialogic approach that resulted in a sec-
ond set of presentations discussing their emergent methodology. By 2005, 
a name was created (Norris & Sawyer, 2005) and, over time, a series of 
emergent tenets were articulated (Norris, 2008; Norris & Sawyer, 2012; 
Sawyer & Norris, 2013, 2015b).

Between 2006 and the present, a cadre of nearly 50 colleagues joined Joe 
and Rick, presenting their own duoethnographies on organized panels at 
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conferences, some of which were later published in an edited book (Norris, 
Sawyer, & Lund, 2012). A second book (Sawyer & Norris, 2013), discuss-
ing the methodology in detail, was recipient of the American Educational 
Research Association’s Division D’s 2015 Significant Contribution to 
Educational Measurement and Research Methodology Award and a spe-
cial issue of the International Review of Qualitative Research (Norris & 
Sawyer, 2015) contained additional duoethnographies. In addition to 
the ever-expanding cohort of duoethnographers, researchers previously 
unknown to Rick and Joe began employing duoethnography in their own 
research (Farquhar, Fitzpatrick, & LeFevre, 2016; Grant & Radcliffe, 
2015; Kidd & Finlayson, 2015; Schmidt & Gagné, 2014; Spencer & 
Paisley, 2013). Favorable reviews appeared in a variety of journals (Brown, 
2014; Chappel, 2013; Gómez, 2013; Latz & Murray, 2012; McClure, 
2012; Sameshima, 2013) and others have referred to the methodology in 
their publications (Davidson, 2010; Denzin, 2013; Ellis & Rawicki, 2013; 
Reeves, Peller, Goldman, & Kitto, 2013). In just over ten years, duoeth-
nography has established itself as a respected research methodology.

This book, however, marks a departure from duoethnography’s origi-
nal research track, circling back to its pedagogical roots. One of the foun-
dational tenets of duoethnography is Pinar’s (1994) concept of currere, 
which considers one’s life history, both in and outside of school, as a cur-
riculum. One’s environment, media, culture, family members, friends, 
and experiences shape one’s beliefs and practices and by reexamining the 
past through a present lens and the present though a past lens, one has 
the potential to reconceptualize one’s perspectives and actions. Due to 
its reflexive, transtemporal nature, currere can be a pedagogical act of 
unlearning (McWilliam, 2005) as one restories self, creating epiphanies 
that evoke new meanings of the past and revised visions of the future.

Duoethnography acts in the same way with the additional belief/
dimension that if one juxtaposes self with anOther (Levinas, 1984) who is 
dissimilar than self, one can see self differently. Duoethnographers enter 
into the process with the intent of learning from the dialogue. Such a 
stance requires the ability to be reflective, being open to difference, the 
courage to look at self critically, and a trust that anOther will respect 
one’s ever-changing stance toward self and the world. Consequently, duo-
ethnographers do not merely report their stories; they interrogate them. 
The quest is pedagogical by design. Duoethnography, then, is simulta-
neously both a research methodology and a pedagogical act with many 
duoethnographers commenting on its transformational and therapeutic 
nature. This collection discusses the teaching of such a process in research 
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methods and curriculum theory courses and teacher education programs, 
providing the voices of both instructors and students.

Some graduate research students claim that by studying duoeth-
nography they came to better understandings of research in general. 
Duoethnography enabled them to enter into deep conversations with 
anOther, gave them greater insights into their own positionality including 
the complexities of bracketing out/in, made more explicit the researcher/
researched dichotomy moving away from the researched as object rela-
tionship, and enabled an appreciation of the power of critical storytelling.

Curriculum theory students also appreciated duoethnography’s abil-
ity “to examine [their] deep seated beliefs” (Lund et  al., 2016, p. this 
text) that fostered honest conversations with one anOther. They came to 
understand and value the dialogic style of writing that evoked the readers’ 
stories. This approach exemplified a move away from a didactic, empty 
vessel (Freire, 1986) form of delivery, providing a means to personally 
interrogate the system in which they found themselves. It is an approach 
that would live long after the course finished. Duoethnography is a per-
sonal form of curriculum theorizing.

Many students in preservice teacher education programs encounter 
reflective practice for the first time. Being different than the traditional 
expository essay, duoethnography can be daunting at first, due to its per-
sonal, reflective, and dialogic dimensions. But as the process unfolds, many 
come to appreciate how much they have learned about self and changed in 
the process. Duoethnography can be considered a pedagogical approach 
that operationally addresses Cochran-Smith’s (2003) belief that:

the education of teacher educators in different contexts and at different entry 
points over the course of the professional career is substantially enriched when 
inquiry is regarded as a stance on the overall enterprise of teacher education 
and when teacher educators inquire collaboratively about assumptions and 
values, professional knowledge and practice, the contexts of schools as well 
as higher education, and their own as well as their students’ learning. (p. 7)

Other previously cited texts expand on the tenets and features of duo-
ethnography including this book’s companion piece, Interdisciplinary 
Reflective Practice through Duoethnography: Examples for Educators 
(Sawyer & Norris, 2016) and Chap. 5 of this book (Brown & Barrett, 
2016). Rather than reiterating what can be found elsewhere, the remain-
der of this introduction will take an internal hermeneutic approach 
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(Werner & Rothe, 1979), highlighting some of duoethnography’s salient 
features that are raised within the chapters.

The Pedagogical inTenT To disruPT and unseTTle

In an era of accountability and standardization, the manufacturing model/
metaphor of education is dominant. Students are the raw product, teach-
ing is the manufacturing and assessment is quality control of both the 
product and the process, with the occasional threat of performance pay 
for teachers and different levels of funding for performing and under per-
forming schools. The banking method (Freire, 1986) with its input of 
public knowledge to students who integrate it through forms of accom-
modation and assimilation is hegemonic and over time students adapt 
to this way of being. In this model students come to regard themselves 
solely as consumers of knowledge. Norris proposes a continuum (Norris, 
Sawyer, & Wiebe, 2016, p. 30) inserting personal between public and pri-
vate knowledge. The personal is a shared classroom space where students 
discuss and interrogate both public knowledge and privately held beliefs.

Brown and Barrett (2016) state, “Our goal was to develop a practice 
that disrupts the status quo at both the level of the teacher educator as 
well as the teacher candidate” (p. this text). However, the shift to demo-
cratic classrooms (Henderson, 2001) in which dialogue is the norm can 
be unsettling. Wiebe (Norris et  al., 2016, p. this text) deliberately sets 
out to challenge “romantic” motivations of wanting to become a teacher. 
The ambiguity that rests within in the duoethnographic methodology is 
that while it professes to foster the articulation of the voices of others, 
it simultaneously advocates an interrogation of those stories, disrupting 
previously held narratives and unsettling the duoethnographers. Like the 
characters, Phil in Groundhog Day (Ramis, 1993) and Neo in The Matrix, 
(Wachowski & Wachowski, 1999) duoethnographers can expect to be 
confused as their sense of reality is about to be disrupted.

The Pedagogical inTenT To reshaPe 
and reconcePTualize

As duoethnographers destabilize and disrupt their positionality in relation 
to normative discourses, they surface, voice, and restory fragile counter- 
narratives. Often these stories present startling new insights about human-
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ity and freedom in a world in which worth is increasingly measured by 
consumerism and identity framed by essentialist discourses. For example, 
in “Biracial Place Walkers on Campus”, Agosto, Marn, and Ramirez 
(2015) examined subtexts of different campus locations as active spaces of 
inclusion or exclusion to themselves as faculty members of color. Agosto 
wrote, “Our episodes of cultural starvation and indifference are there and 
painful, but our comebacks are so quick (nourishment as resistance), and 
therefore so is the celebration” (p. 109). Their juxtaposed descriptions 
restory the contrived gloss of tolerance on their campus as new possi-
bilities of meaningful engagement. Hummel and Toyosaki (2015) also 
surfaced counter-narratives in their duoethnography on “relational white-
ness pedagogy”. In this study, they examined dominant notions of race 
and gender from multiple complex identities and positionalities. Taking 
critical and contrasting stances, they explored and deconstructed binary 
perspectives of identity in relation to cultural constructions of Whiteness: 
Japanese/European American, male/female, professor/student, straight/
gay, inclusion/exclusion, desire/aversion. And Huckaby and Weinburgh 
(2011) examined the old Confederate national anthem “Dixie” as a con-
text to construct and examine narratives of resistance to new forms of 
privilege and entitlement in the southern USA.

It is important to note that each of these studies is constructed around a 
central counter-narrative or narratives. These counter-narratives are pow-
erful in their lived uniqueness and difference. Often embedded in shared 
cultural contexts and seminal dilemmas, they offer a contingent way of 
being and making sense in the world. As Edward Said stated,

The power to narrate, or to block other narrative from forming and emerg-
ing, is very important to culture and imperialism, and constitutes one of the 
main connections between them. Most important, the grand narratives of 
emancipation and enlightenment mobilized people in the colonial world to 
rise up and throw off imperial subjection, in the process, many Europeans 
and Americans were also stirred by these stories and their protagonists, and 
they too fought for new narratives of equality and human community. (Said, 
1993, pp. xii–xiii)

All three of these studies, as well as most duoethnographies, including 
those of the students of Barrett, Brown, Lund, Norris, Sawyer, and Wiebe, 
offered the writers as well as their readers a pedagogy of hope and an 
imaginative third space (Bhabha, 1990) of new postcolonial pathways.

INTRODUCTION: THE EFFICACY OF DUOETHNOGRAPHY IN TEACHING... 
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The courage To be Vulnerable and The need 
for TrusT

Duoethnography, then, requires the courage to make oneself vulnerable 
in the presence of anOther and a future audience. Placing one’s trust in 
anOther is risky at the best of times and public classroom environments 
can increase this sense of vulnerability. According to Lund, “an open-
ness to the ideas and experiences of others, and the ongoing deep critical 
self-reflection required by duoethnography, require significant personal 
courage and a willingness to be more vulnerable than with more typically 
‘neutral’ intellectual and research activities” (Lund et  al., 2016, p. this 
text). While Diaz and Grain (2016) “recognized the necessity of initi-
ating vulnerable, critical self-examination around our positionalities, our 
assumptions, and our epistemologies” (p. 135), Grain acknowledges that 
such a process can be painful:

I still struggle at times with the vulnerability of duoethnography, but I see 
vulnerability as essential to learning. How can we expect students and read-
ers to embrace vulnerability if we are not willing to write and publish with 
some of that ourselves? It makes for a more honest and transparent research 
process. (Lund et al., 2016, p. 117)

Breault (2016) concluded in his comparison of an undergraduate class 
that he taught with a graduate course in which he had more time with his 
students that the “three-hour sessions made it more conducive to pro-
longed discussion and the forming of more trusting relationships between 
both peers and the teacher” (p. 76) assisted in forming the trust that was 
necessary for duoethnographies. De Loof, a graduate student who chose 
duoethnography, states, “The other difficult part was to put complete 
trust in someone else” (Banting & De Loof, 2016, p. 42).

duoeThnograPhy as an uncerTain, Messy, 
and eMergenT forM of inquiry

An adage that Joe coined and often uses about the playbuilding process 
(Norris, 2009), “I don’t know where I am going but I do know how to 
get there”, applies equally to duoethnography. The research story unfolds 
in bits and pieces; both the content and the structure develop through-
out the process. Norris and Bilash (2016) in this book’s companion edi-
tion explore how the hegemonic epistemology of positivism and certainty 
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has negatively impacted some students’ responses to their teaching. The 
curriculum of uncertainty is part of their teacher education classes. For 
them, teaching is far more complex than rocket science as there are many 
ever-changing variables, their students’ lives. Banting and De Loof (2016) 
explore the poles of right and wrong challenging the quest for right and 
Wiebe (Norris et  al., 2016) teaches to counter the “instrumental and 
mechanistic approach” (p. 31). Inquiry begins with the unknown, not pre-
scription. Such courses are bound to be uncertain, messy, and emergent.

Such an emergent approach, while a strength of duoethnography, can be 
daunting for some trying it for the first time. Brown and Barrett (2016) report,

a consistent theme that emerged was that on one hand the duoethnography 
lacked structure and explicit direction, which they found frustrating, however, 
many participants concluded that feeling disoriented was worth it (p. 96).

At first it was uncomfortable to have vague(ish) instructions on assignments 
because I like direction. However, I think this strategy and the way you teach is 
actually how we should be taught (it got easier with time!) (p. 97).

The ability to trust the process is not a one-off but occurs over time. 
Breault (2016) would like “to consider how duoethnography might be 
used in a systemic, developmental way throughout preservice education 
programs” (p. 78).

Banting, a graduate student attempting his first duoethnography also 
struggled with duoethnography’s emergent nature,

In hindsight, my analytic structure was doomed from the start because 
the cognitive distress caused by another opinion created a moving target. 
I kept suggesting possible headings and topics to scaffold our work, but 
they always seemed to become irrelevant after conversations. The process 
required not only a weaving of stories, perceptions, and worldviews, but of 
styles and preferences. The frustrating thing for me is the fact that duoeth-
nography ensures that you are never reading or writing the complete story. 
The collective knowledge space is built through our interactions. (Banting 
& De Loof, 2016, p. 42)

The collaborative approach of duoethnography defers closure, as anOther’s 
frame continually challenges one’s own. A dialogic framework, itself, main-
tains an open form of inquiry that can be disconcerting, at first, for some.

Duoethnography also challenges traditional epistemological assump-
tions. Lund claims that duoethnography provides a narrative counter to 

INTRODUCTION: THE EFFICACY OF DUOETHNOGRAPHY IN TEACHING... 
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the neoliberal agenda (Lund et al., 2016) and Diaz and Grain believe that 
duoethnography is “antithetical” to “a system that rewards rationality, 
sureness, and infallibility” (Diaz & Grain, 2016, p. 150). Lund believes 
that dialogic practices are “admittedly messy but highly democratizing 
effort[s]” (Lund et al., 2016, p. 116).

WiThin a course/PrograM sTrucTure

Duoethnographies conducted by students, due to the classroom context, 
are far more complicated than duoethnographies initiated by researchers. 
Breault (2016) claims that students are unfamiliar with reflective exercises 
and Norris et al. (2016) echo this, reporting that many students are not 
prepared for this axiological shift in knowledge production and that they 
unsurprisingly find it personally and socially challenging. Within a course 
structure, not only the course content but also the duoethnographic 
methodology must be taught. Unlike the traditional expository essay, no 
previous experience can be assumed.

Barrett (Brown & Barrett, 2016) “felt strongly that the core tenets 
of duoethnography could provide the theoretical underpinnings neces-
sary for me to help to develop a reflective student-centered experience” 
(p. 102). He believed that by teaching the methodology, students could 
simultaneously acquire reflective practice skills. Like courses that require 
reflective practice components, duoethnography constitutes a new way of 
being in classrooms. As Breault (2016) ponders, taking a programmatic 
rather than a course approach may be beneficial. This supports Brown 
and Barrett (2016) who report that “not all duoethnographic partnerships 
developed a healthy and trusting negotiated space as one of the tenets dic-
tates, but perhaps starting earlier as this participant suggested will alleviate 
this concern” (p. 96).

Norris et al. (2016) also raise the concept of assessment. Reviewing and 
assessing journal submissions is one thing but assessing duoethnographies 
for course marks raises a new set of issues. While all three authors have dif-
ficulties with grading in general, they find their own ways to assess. Wiebe 
“abhor[s] putting numbers on things and fortunately for [him] [he’s] in a 
program that is pass/fail” (Norris et al., 2016, p. 33). Norris et al. (2016) 
make duoethnography an option from a number of course assignment 
choices and Sawyer acknowledges that he has a “hard time with assess-
ment” (p. 33). Wiebe’s primary criterion is reflexivity and Sawyer recog-
nizes that duoethnographies are works in progress. Lund et al. (2016) and 
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Brown and Barrett (2016) do not discuss assessment and Breault (2016) 
recommends “that if duoethnography is used in the ways described that it 
be used as an ungraded activity designed to provide readiness or context 
for future preservice learning” (p. 78). Each seems to find their own way 
to navigate assessment within the context in which they find themselves.

duoeThnograPhic relaTionshiPs in classrooMs

Duoethnography brings with it other classroom advantages. Diaz and 
Grain (2016) claim that “duoethnography can also develop a sense of 
community and alleviate some of the issues of isolation that are shown 
to so negatively affect graduate student achievement” (p. 150). Banting 
(Banting & De Loof, 2016) claimed that he “learned many things through 
this process” (p. 142). He valued the epistemological shift noting that 
“there is a huge difference between monologues emerging concurrently 
and dialogues coemerging”.

Rankie Shelton and McDermott (2015) consider duoethnography a 
form of friendship as one gets to know even a long-standing friend a bit 
better. This is supported by Lund’s claim that duoethnography fosters “a 
sense of care for the other that too often seems missing in the scholarly 
world” (Lund et al., 2016, p. 116). In addition to an investigation of a 
phenomenon from multiple perspectives, duoethnography has the addi-
tional benefit/outcome of building relationships/communities.

rigor Through deeP reflecTion 
WiTh TransforMaTional ouTcoMes

Unlike predetermined curriculum outcomes, the results of duoethnog-
raphy cannot be predicted. Each individual’s unique life history is the 
source of the transformation. The learning is the ability to be reflexive and 
reconceptualize oneself through a critical examination of one’s stories. As 
Breault (2016) acknowledges, “Bringing about deepening awareness and 
understanding is no easy task” (p. 65).

As expected, those writing for this book are confident that duoethnog-
raphy is a rigorous form of reflection through which transformation is pos-
sible. Lund believes that duoethnography’s “dialogic approach encourages 
deliberate self-reflection among students, and a critical examination of the 
beliefs and values underlying their practice” (p. 112). He claims that

INTRODUCTION: THE EFFICACY OF DUOETHNOGRAPHY IN TEACHING... 
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students report that this dialogic approach, undertaken in concert with 
anOther, has a way of fostering deeper reflexivity and self-critical under-
standings—as well as insights about the chosen research topic at hand—all 
of which are essential as precursors to undertaking any qualitative or inter-
pretive research. (Lund et al., 2016, p. 115)

Barrett (Brown & Barrett, 2016) claims that he was “pleasantly surprised 
by the thoughtfulness and understandings about what made each individ-
ual in the ‘duo’ fundamentally different. In most instances, the differences 
were deep and layered” (p. 103). One of his students reported,

Duoethnography and my partner made me more aware of how my views 
and perceptions are interpreted by others … it was scary. Everyone has their 
own story but rarely are we provided with an opportunity to analyze how 
those stories influence our behaviours. (p. 104)

And one of Brown’s students claimed,

The duo assignment actually encouraged me to self-reflect and express 
myself and explore these biases that I hold and whether I actually under-
stood what diversity meant. At first I thought it would be simple to define 
the term diversity however it wasn’t until the end of the activity I realized 
the complexity of the term and it was a challenge to define. (p. 98)

For them and others, duoethnography became more than an assignment; 
it was a way of learning about self in relation to Others.

Hanson (Lund et al., 2016) not only believed that duoethnography was 
“the kind of deep conversation I would hope to have with colleagues on a 
good night out”: not only to be engaged, but to really dig into something 
and find out how other people come to a topic (p. 118) but extended it to 
learning about research in general. She “realized that duoethnography was 
one of the clearest examples from my graduate study in curriculum stud-
ies of how to examine one’s own positioning critically, openly, and person-
ally … interweaving critical perspectives with deeply personal experiences” 
(p. 118). This approach had positive implications for her own research.

Scott (Lund et al., 2016) recognized that duoethnography “honors the 
voice of others on their own terms, in their own language and, moreover, 
foregrounds the subjectivity of the researcher. This can push both par-
ties towards new transformative possibilities” (p. 120). He celebrated this 
respectful manner of meeting anOther and how this could lead to personal 
transformation.

 J. NORRIS AND R.D. SAWYER
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Banting (Banting & De Loof, 2016) reported conversations with De 
Loof “provided many stresses to my lens. … I feel this revision exempli-
fies the shift in my lens of right” (p. 60). Their conversations enabled 
changes in perspectives, As Barrett (Brown & Barrett, 2016) reports, “it 
was evident that teacher candidates were engaging in communal yet criti-
cal conversations with a focus on the self through the ‘other’ deconstruct-
ing meanings held in their own past and still inviting reconstruction of 
meaning and stories” (p. 106).

In summary, duoethnography can be considered a way of life, a state 
of being in which an individual embarks on a continuous journey of self- 
study with an openness to interrogate self in conversation with anOther.

This new role privileges neither scholarship nor practice but instead depends 
upon a rich dialectic of the two wherein the lines between professional prac-
tice in teacher education, on the one hand, and research related to teaching 
and teacher education, on the other, are increasingly blurred. (Cochran- 
Smith, 2003, p. 9)

In these instances duoethnography provided a process to deeply engage 
with anOther with the intent of mutual transformations. It is a form of 
dialogic reflective practice that can be applied not only to research but also 
to learning environments, research methods, teacher education, and cur-
riculum theory being but three.
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The ConversaTion

Joe: My teaching at the university level has always been underpinned by 
the belief that the medium is the message (McLuhan, 1964), that there 
are multiple ways of knowing, and that each media used, word, number, 
image, gesture, and sound (McLeod, 1987) influences its meaning and 
vice versa. While I recognize the value of expository writing, I have ques-
tioned its hegemony in teaching, assessment, and research dissemination 
(Norris, 2008). In the early 1990s I began to invite students to explore a 
number of different ways of presenting their final assignments, the exposi-
tory essay being but one. Over the years I have received recorded music, 
quilts, stained glass, collages, sculptures, paintings, and movie reviews 
and programs, all with metacognitive logs, articulating the meanings that 
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emerged through the art-making processes. Some adorn my office wall. 
I was amazed at the deep thinking that was conveyed and many students 
claimed that they better understood the material through these types of 
assignments.

Also, based upon Pinar’s (1994) concept of currere or curriculum of 
life, I wanted to expand the notion of curriculum beyond that of schooling. 
We learn from our experiences and the culture in which we live, and these, 
too, are part of our curriculum. Using the concept of reconceptualization 
(Pinar, 1981), in a graduate curriculum theory course I taught students 
how to look at themselves transtemporally. They looked at how the past 
shaped the present, how the present could reconceptualize the past and 
how both could create a newly imagined future. We watched Groundhog 
Day (Ramis, 1993), asking what was Phil’s curriculum that took him from 
being a misanthrope to that of altruism. The character’s life could be con-
sidered a remedial classroom of sorts. We applied to our own lives ask-
ing what life experiences informed our present beliefs, and, in so doing, 
expanded our definition of curriculum beyond that of subject matter. In 
some ways, this approach was autoethnographic (Bochner & Ellis, 2002) 
with an emphasis on the changes of a particular phenomenon over time.

One assignment option was take a look at their curriculum of X.  A 
number of students chose to reexamine their own curriculum of some-
thing including fitness, body image, and perceptions of gender. Others 
did movie reviews in which the character went through major life changes. 
One student compared The Last Samurai (Zwick, 2003) and Dances with 
Wolves (Costner, 1990), claiming that they shared a basic plot structure. 
Despair and cultural displacement led the characters toward change. 
For these and others, their understanding of curriculum expanded. 
Duoethnography is a dialogic form of currere.

Sean: Right at the beginning of a course called Integrated Foundations, 
I introduce students to duoethnography because at this point in their pro-
gram they have taken a number of courses together within the Univerity of 
Prince Edward Island (UPEI) cohort model. Students tend to feel like they 
already know one another, especially in Prince Edward Island (PEI), where 
the common story is “We are a friendly place, we all get along.” And that 
sense of how the “we” is constructed needs to be troubled. Students nor-
mally have vague and dualistic ideas about difference: white/black, male/
female, rich/poor. Few understand their unique particularities and how 
events in their life stories have shaped who they are and their perceptions 
of others. Doing a duoethnography disrupts their comfortable communi-
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ties that normally evolve through sameness. By  asking them to refocus on 
their differences, I hope to enrich their experience of another. One aim of 
the Integrated Foundations course is to assist preservice teachers untangle 
themselves from some of the normative ideals and grand narratives of teach-
ing (Britzman, 1998; Freitas & McAuley, 2008).

In explaining the basics of duoethnography, I emphasize that the site of 
the research is their life story, and the data they will be focusing on are how 
the events of that story have shaped who they are. Using research language 
challenges them, but when I break it down into these two emphases, site and 
data, students can usually follow. Archeological imagery is helpful: Students 
travel to the site (the life story), then start to dig (gather data through dia-
logue), then pay attention to the differences in one another’s stories.

Lastly, I ask them to be creative in the representation of what they’ve 
done; this is an invitation to share their dialogues in an aesthetic way. In 
my explanations I use the terms theoria, praxis, and poiesis, and suggest 
that representing their knowing (theoria) through poiesis (art-making) 
enriches what they know, and creates a third space for how their know-
ing/making changes them and others (praxis).

Joe: Similarly, I use Gadamer’s (1975) concept of translation, explain-
ing that the third space is between the media chosen.

Sean: Praxis, of course, means doing. Preservice teachers often think 
of their practicum as praxis and their course work as theoria. In duoeth-
nography the knowing/doing binary changes: the experience of doing 
duoethnography changes the knowing of who they are. My hope is that 
this changes what it means to be a teacher.

Rick: In the teacher preparation course that I teach I work with pre-
service teachers who have not traveled far, so they’ve been socialized into 
a particular culture that doesn’t necessarily value diversity. Many of these 
students also identify with schools and the overall process of education. 
My goal in using duoethnography is to encourage my students to develop 
a more complex and diverse lens. I want them to start seeing education 
and schooling as a construction of which they are part. Sean, I like how 
you said that you want your students to see themselves as the site of the 
instruction. They filter the teaching and learning experience through who 
they are—their beliefs and values that allow them to either critique or 
reinforce the status quo.

And then, similar to what you are doing Joe, currere is a central construct 
as we examine life as text in a transtemporal way, using the past to recon-
ceptualize their view of the present and the present to reconceptualize their 
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view of the past. The class is partly about life as curriculum. I want them 
to have agency and recognize that their story is a construction and thus to 
expand their notion of curriculum is not very narrow and just confined. 
Similar to the work of Ted Aoki (Aoki, Pinar, & Irwin, 2005a), I want them 
to experience in a conscious way how curriculum is lived and embodied. 
And I also want them to see that a dialogic curriculum involves democracy 
and that it is never finished or certain. So this is all background and some 
of my goals.

Joe: What I find interesting in listening to your stories and comparing 
them to mine is that I am no longer in a faculty of education. I am no 
longer in a teacher education program, although I do call my program a 
pre preservice teacher education program because I teach the teaching of 
drama. I have not had much opportunity to teach education students for 
about eight years, although in the summer of 2014 I taught a graduate 
course on curriculum theory at the University of Alberta and one of the 
chapters in this book was written by students from that class. In the falls of 
2014 and 2015 I taught a research methods course for the Social Justice 
and Equity Studies program at Brock University but not much time was 
spent on duoethnography

So my recent teaching experiences with duoethnography are limited 
and I don’t see myself doing more in the near future. So, for me, I’m 
drawing on experiences of a number of years ago. So as one with a more 
distant perspective, I would say Rick is looking at currere both outside 
and within the school system, Sean seems to be more on within the school 
system focusing on teacher identity, and I’ve tended to focus more on 
outside of school, if we want to make that a distinct comparison.

Sean: Because I have an audience of teachers, it’s probably fair to describe 
their work as a within school process, but as students seek to understand 
the history of their construction of who they are, I tend to think of that as 
an outside the school process. There is a tension here—as you both have 
written about—because positioned as an actor or character in the class-
room setting, student/teacher life histories unfold differently, as if signifi-
cant life moments cannot be interpreted without reference to becoming a 
teacher. As an aside, I like the simplicity of the phrase life history, or life 
writing. Chambers, Hasebe-Ludt, Leggo, and Sinner (2012) have simpli-
fied the language of currere; duoethnography is also well-named, as the 
name is a straightforward representation of what is happening.

Rick: Yes, given that I’m working with people who want to be teachers, 
I focus on their classroom lives. But I also consider their curricular lives 
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within and outside the classroom something of a dialogue, and I want 
them to see how they live in an in-between space that connects to what 
they do with students inside the classroom. And of course their students 
have their own life histories as well. I draw on Jean Clandinin and Michael 
Connelly’s (2000) notion of curriculum and the history of the discipline, 
so curriculum is a narrative with multiple transtemporal intersections. And 
I want the students to understand that their views of curriculum are prob-
ably grounded in something that they need to deconstruct to work equi-
tably with people different from themselves.

Joe: I guess for me, not implying that one is better or worse, I am try-
ing to pull away from school and look at the curriculum of life beyond 
the school system. I wanted to break the teacher conversation or disrupt it 
because I found that when I taught practicing teachers, the students would 
say, “Well, you know what happened this year” or “you know what hap-
pened last week”, and they would get wrapped up in their story and their 
ideology. While they needed to vent there wasn’t that critical reflection that 
was necessary for the course. Going back to their life histories gave them 
distance from the immediate. Geertz’s (1974) concepts of experience-near 
and experience-far, which are a better set of terms than objective and subjec-
tive, apply here. I deliberately pulled away from school experiences because 
they were too close to it and most of the course was actually about school 
experiences. The outside of school currere brought a wider perspective.

Rick: I’m trying to help my students construct a notion of who they 
are as a teacher—of who they are becoming—and to pull them away from 
normative views of schooling and curriculum. So, the emphasis is outside 
the classroom but intertwined closely with their classroom identity and the 
construction of that identity.

Joe: The courses that I taught had teachers with 5, 10, or 20 years of 
teaching experience. Their identities were well established. To directly chal-
lenge them could generate resistance. The distance of life in general was an 
easier way in. Rick, in your case there experiences are very recent, correct?

Rick: Right. They are becoming teachers and this course is at the 
beginning of their program. They haven’t even gone into a secondary 
classroom yet. So their notion of self is tied to induction by observation 
(Lortie, 1975)—tied to their own history of teaching and learning.

Joe: So, an important distinction to make throughout this chapter is 
whether we are referring to preservice or in-service teacher teachers. Sean, 
do you teach mostly preservice or both?
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Sean: Duoethnography is something I do mostly with preservice teach-
ers, but I did teach a graduate course last January where I gave in-service 
teachers the choice to do a duoethnography. In my preservice teacher 
education course the whole class experienced it over three sessions (nine 
hours total of class time), and, because it was right at the beginning of the 
course, doing the duoethnography was critical to how the class unfolded.

Rick: I’ve done both as well and there has been a difference in work-
ing with preservice and in-service teachers. Maybe we can explore this 
further because I think that there are important distinctions between the 
two groups.

Joe: I have no experience with preservice in relation to duoethnogra-
phy, but one of the things that you raise, Sean, which I think is an impor-
tant one, is the concept of choice. For me, I typically give four assignment 
choices: They could do a traditional paper on a course concept. For those 
who needed the security of something they knew well could go that way. 
Another choice was an arts-based approach, like collages with metacogni-
tive logs. Two students in the 2015 Research Methods course did collages, 
another an interpretive dance, and another wrote a scripted hypothetical 
conversation with the literature authors. A third was currere of a character 
in a book, novel, or movie. The fourth choice was duoethnography. Two 
groups of students in the 2014 curriculum theory course chose the duo-
ethnography option for two reasons: one, they wanted to do a paper with 
somebody else, they were tired of doing an assignment alone; and, two, 
they sort of embraced the idea of wanting to learn from someone else. 
So it was both the process and the product that seemed to draw them to 
conducting a duoethnography as their final assignment.

Sean: My students tend to have an overly romantic notion of why they 
want to become teachers and some courses in our Bachelor of Education1 
program nurture this, so students have heard things like, “If you don’t 
love children, you can’t be a teacher.” Students respond to these overly 
optimistic and intensely positive experiences of being a teacher. I think this 
relates to what you are saying, Rick, about a sense of normativity. In my 
integrated foundations course, doing a duoethnography is an opportunity 
to disrupt that. Previous to calling this assignment a duoethnography, I 
was working with a Deborah Britzman (2009) chapter that asked, “Why 
would anybody want to be a teacher?” I wanted students to really question 
their inspirations and aspirations for wanting to be teachers, hoping they 
would see in each other’s life constructions what was pulling them, what 
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was constructing who they were, and hoping they would find something 
apart from this romanticized story of being a teacher.

Rick: There are all sorts of normative forces at play right now: the 
notion that there is a “best practice” for all, that the dominant discourse 
doesn’t really need to be unpacked, the notion of expert knowledge and 
who owns that knowledge, what counts as knowledge, how can that be 
tested, and the need for accountability. In my program a lot of people treat 
the preservice teachers completely as novices who are not bringing in any 
previous knowledge or experience.

Joe: After listening to both of you, I found a third reason why my stu-
dents chose duoethnography as an assignment. Sean, you mentioned that 
you give them a duoethnography to read. Therein lies the third reason. I 
gave my students an earlier version of Rick’s and my update piece on sex-
ual orientation (Sawyer & Norris, 2015) and they were just blown away 
by it. They liked both the content and the form; they loved the narrative 
style; they thoroughly said that they began to think of their own stories 
(like duoethnographers do) as they read that story, and thought it was 
such a great read that they wanted to write one like it. This was articulated 
in all three graduate courses.

Sean: What my students responded to, which was new to them, is that 
their site for the collection of data was right there in the person’s life story. 
The immediacy was a surprise, also that they were generating the data 
themselves through dialogue. Even though my students are in their fifth 
year of university, most of them have never considered the idea that the 
construction of a life story can be analyzed as part of the research process. 
They learn that dialogue can be more than chatting—in between them, 
in that third space, something can emerge that is a co-constructed analy-
sis of each other’s stories where synthesis is not the objective, and that is 
counterintuitive. Students are surprised when I ask them to focus on their 
differences. In research difference is counterintuitive. With coding, for 
example, themes emerge from similarity and frequency. In my integrated 
foundations course, I want them to understand alternate ways of being 
and knowing, to question knowledge, policies, or practices that are justi-
fied because of a sense of what is held in common.

Joe: Imagine if the common phrase “Oh, we have so much in common” 
was replaced with “Oh, we have so much in difference.” Norm referenc-
ing is hegemonic with difference considered an outlier. There are major 
axiological dimensions of the normal curve that need to be addressed, too 
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much for this chapter. However, because difference is one of the pillars of 
duoethnography, the methodology it challenges is normative structures.

Rick: Students want to make sense of things: I understand that. That 
resonates with a part of my past, as opposed to “stop making sense”. Sean, 
you talk about the counterintuitive and that we start to challenge our-
selves when something does not make sense or is not consistent with our 
frameworks. Because duoethnography is founded on the premise of learn-
ing from difference, it disrupts normative views of our lives and histories.

So, how do you set it up, Sean, if you are going to use duoethnography 
in the classroom?

Sean: I mentioned earlier the archeological metaphor where I empha-
size that the site of the research is their life story, and the data they will be 
focusing on are the events of that story. But I’m also asking them to take 
particular notice of places of difference, and to articulate those differences, 
to leave them unresolvable. An important part of the setup is students 
knowing that it is okay to have unresolvable differences.

Joe: And this is more than epistemological. Reason and Hawkins (1988) 
discuss in their chapter Storytelling as Inquiry that this type of research has 
elements of both express and explain. The expository essay explains. In my 
work with playbuilding (Norris, 2009) we emphasize expression. We pro-
vide unresolvable scenes with thesis and antithesis and invite the audience 
to form and articulate their own unique synthesis, albeit ever so fleeting. 
Extending Barone’s (1990) perspective on the narrative, expressions evoke, 
creating dialogue, while the act of explaining tends to privilege the author’s 
perspective. Smith and Heshusius (1986) caution against closing down con-
versations and, coupled with Rosenblatt’s readers’ response theory, texts 
that bring readers into the conversation expand; they don’t shut down. By 
structuring the narrative in a dialogical format duoethnography brings more 
of the reader into the process, making it a different axiological approach.

Sean: When I use the terms theoria, praxis, and poiesis, the key for me 
is to avoid synthesis. So, when I invite students to poke and prod in their 
partner’s life text, they have to resist that tendency to seek  commonality. 
Commonality is a form of closure, and the trouble is there is no letting go 
of the ownership. Closure is always a temptation because it feels like suc-
cess. The assignment is complete. “What next, prof? Do you have any other 
quaint assignments for us?” Resisting closure is one way duoethnography 
is like currere, particularly in the analytical phase—so I say to students, 
“When you’re looking at the text of another person, you become its decon-
structor and reconstructor”. We tend to feel like we own our life stories, that 
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it is a single authored text. But when we let go of our text, when we share 
the deconstruction and reconstruction, it is easier to resist closure.

Joe: Could I add the word muse?
Sean: I like that.
Joe: I also say, “create texts that will haunt you and your readers for 

eternity. In so doing, we become each other’s muse.”
Rick: I can see that there is a new dialogic space and people are imagin-

ing something new based on the dialogue.
Sean: The basic overview is looking for differences; being the site of 

each other’s research; listening to the other person’s story without doing 
any analysis at first; then going back to that text and together constructing 
an analysis of this person as a becoming teacher. Lastly, they are avoiding 
the grand narratives of teaching, especially the romantic ones, like I men-
tioned before, avoiding those tropes of “I want to change the world” or 
“I really love children”, that kind of thing.

Joe: Building upon Weizenbaum’s (1984) concept of “unbounded 
questions” Henderson (1992) in Reflective teaching: Becoming an inquir-
ing educator talks about their value in guiding practice. Such questions can 
never be fully answered but need to be always asked. For example, Scudder 
(1968) asks, “How can one teach with authority as an expert in a disci-
pline, without violating the integrity of students?” (p. 133). This is one 
that I still ask daily. I invite my students to go on such quests. “To dwell”, 
as Aoki (2005b) would say, “in the question” (p. 156), with the recogni-
tion that it is complex and unbounded. It’s a journey I think we should all 
enter into. Sean, unbounded links to your concept of uncertainty.

Sean: I should also mention that I ask them to represent what they 
discover in an aesthetic way. They could write a series of poems or cre-
ate a dramatic piece to present. There is no limit here, but there are two 
things I emphasize: I want them to be able to reveal and feel comfortable 
revealing because in the artistic form they’re saying this isn’t exactly who 
we are, but something else that we’ve created together, and that nicely 
demonstrates something that’s often more intensely personal than they 
realized, and gives them a form of safety because they’re now creating art 
as the final representation.

Joe: Sean, it seems that you start with the abstract and I start with an 
example. Rick?

Rick: So my course is part of a broader curriculum, not just about duo-
ethnography. The thread that this relates to is embodied curriculum. In 
the class we begin with some theory, with readings by Ted Aoki (2005a), 
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Paolo Freire (1986), Louise Rosenblatt (1978), and James Macdonald 
(1995). We examine the lived curriculum, the spiritual curriculum, and try 
to reframe our view of  justice to begin to discuss larger processes. Then 
we examine Clandinin and Connelly on curriculum (1988, 1992, 1995) 
and shift into arts integration and examine an article that you wrote, Sean 
(Wiebe et al., 2007)—and at this point the students are swimming in a sea 
of new ideas (which as a temporary state, I consider a good thing).

Joe: Like Phil in Groundhog Day.
Rick: So we start somewhat abstractly, but I then ask the students to 

bring in a photograph without any words as a metaphor for what they 
think curriculum is. We all, including myself, do this and then present 
our metaphor in class. I organize them into pairs and initially they are not 
allowed to explain their own image. Someone else has to interpret their 
own image for them. And then we begin to develop an elaborate class text 
for curriculum. This text becomes the basis for a discussion about differ-
ence and multiple ways of knowing. This project shares with photovoice 
an emphasis on participatory research and critical consciousness (Wang & 
Burris, 1997), but differs by its greater emphasis on learning from differ-
ence and dialogism (Bhabha, 1991, 1994). We don’t try to combine these 
different views into one singular view of curriculum—which is impos-
sible because there are too many different views of curriculum to weave 
together into a single coherent stable meaning. The view of curriculum is 
so complex that we can’t quite wrap our minds around it.

Then, as a class, we move into the topic of duoethnography more explic-
itly as a way to begin to deconstruct our views of curriculums. However, 
in many ways, we have already been living in a duoethnographic state. 
I then have them read at home the duoethnography on beauty (Rankie 
Shelton, & McDermott, 2011). This is a good choice because they all 
understand that cultural images of beauty are a construction. The impor-
tant part is that they know that as teachers they do not want to have their 
views of their children framed by cultural images of beauty. We read the 
duoethnography on beauty and they are speechless at first, followed by a 
rich conversation.

Joe: What percentage of your students are female?
Rick: Sixty percent and this is in our secondary program. So having this 

many, in a way, is a good thing.
Joe: How do the males respond to the beauty one?
Rick: I think that the assignment/topic does resonate more with the 

women. The males did it as well. Part of their response, though, was 
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contingent on how they are positioned in terms of how they identify 
with processes of education, and, to a certain extent, many of them are 
-counter- identifiers. Many of them want to change the system and so I 
think they get it, not about beauty per se, but that it is a construction and 
that they are interested in those ideas and that many of them are intel-
lectual. But this topic appeared to be gendered in different ways and the 
women found that topic very interesting.

Joe: What I like about this example is that you’ve chosen is one that will 
personally resonate but not necessarily from a school perspective.

Rick: Right. It’s that tension between being inside and outside school.
Sean: What you said, Rick, about how your students encounter a num-

ber of curriculum theories before they move into duoethnography reminds 
me that before beginning my course with duoethnography, students read 
Martha Nussbaum’s (2009) Education for Profit, Education for Freedom. 
She helps students see skill acquisition for employment as part of a larger 
discourse, and they begin to deconstruct their main assumptions about edu-
cation, understanding it as more and less than what they thought it might 
be. It’s helpful for them to be thinking about how they are often complicit 
in these discourses, reproducing certain kinds of privileges, certain kinds of 
community power relations, and then when we move to duoethnography, 
they more readily see that complicity in each other’s life stories.

Rick: Joe, you’ve talked about this before—that we don’t really con-
sider duoethnography being about epistemology but also about ontology. 
How do you go beyond epistemology?

Joe: As stated earlier Reason’s and Hawkin’s concept of express and 
explain help, although they are not a completely accurate division. Still, 
I regard epistemology as explaining with expressing being ontological. 
When I read a story written by others, I enter into their live-worlds, I 
can feel things, I can smell things, I begin to create my own dialogue, so 
very much part of the duoethnography graphic nature is the concept of 
storytelling, so in duoethnography we both express and explain. When 
I give feedback on papers that’s one of the things I point out, not just 
in courses but in the books that we are co-editing and as a referee for 
journals. Too much explanation loses that ontological feel and that it is 
through expression that narratives work. The axiological dimension is that 
the ontological evokes readers’ stories, brings their voices into the virtual 
trialogue. Today, if we were to name the methodology, I would suggest 
trioethnography, making the reader’s present explicit.
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Sean: The boundaries and intersections of theoria, praxis, and poiesis is 
a way to explain the difference between epistemology and ontology. In the 
expressive (poiesis) we can show how we live our practices (praxis), and how 
we have been living is welcome in the classroom where too often theoria is 
privileged and exclusive in school spaces. Students often dichotomize who 
they are as teachers and who they are outside of the classroom, so I invite 
them to bring these identities together, to live and represent themselves in 
the classroom more fully. In my own life, being a poet, I’ve asked myself 
what it means to teach poetically. For my students, I help them get beyond 
epistemology by integrating knowing, doing, and making.

Joe: For me, the act of conducting a duoethnography is a curriculum 
itself. We learn through its constructions and we reconceptualize ourselves 
and the world in which we inhabit through the dialogue.

Rick: I also like them to beware of the lived curriculum within the 
class, so we read Ted Aoki (2005a) and the embodied curriculum. Many 
of them will want to do a topic that is related to something important to 
themselves and then they tend to not to want to deconstruct but rather 
just reify it in some way. So, maybe, what I need to emphasize more is not 
who they are but who they are becoming.

Joe: And that gets to that notion of “moving towards”, Sean.
Sean: I like that phrasing, moving toward. I first encountered it in an 

academic way in your article Towards the Use of the “Great Wheel” as a 
Model in Determining the Quality and Merit of Arts-Based Projects (Norris, 
2011). In my everyday life as a researcher and teacher, even in hallway 
conversations with colleagues, I have the opportunity to say we don’t 
have to have this all figured out, we can even change our minds and take 
things in a different direction. Moving toward is about growth, and ironi-
cally (given that I am in an education faculty) so many of the dilemmas I 
encounter in a day are framed as final, or fixed in place, as if everything in 
our future depends on getting it right, right now.

Something I’d like to emphasize a bit more is how engaging in duo-
ethnography makes the participants a little more aware, and simply having 
this increased awareness permits more openness to the complexity around 
them, and then they can be more intentional about noticing who they 
are, not holding on so tightly to these reified and simplified notions of 
what and who teachers are supposed to be. What I find troubling is this 
tendency for new teachers to shape themselves into the social construct of 
what they perceive teachers to be.
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Joe: If I can rephrase that in light of what you just said, Sean. It is not 
as much who they are, but who they are becoming.

Rick: Maxine Greene’s (1973) concept of Teacher as Stranger fits in 
here as she puts the emphasis on choice as we become aware of how we 
want to change and who we want to be as human beings and in trying to 
become conscious.

Joe: A while ago I began to play with the terms accept/encourage/
reject, and concluded that teaching is a destructive act. We must always 
reject our students for who they are, and accept them for who they may 
become. No matter what we do we are expecting students to grow, to 
change. In a scene in Great Expectations (Norris & Mirror Theater, 1994) 
I play a coach providing feedback, “If you go backwards you might do it a 
little bit higher.” One student may consider that encouragement, another 
student could consider it a putdown or rejection and a third, acknowledge-
ment of ability. In fact, all three co-exist. So I believe that in every peda-
gogical act there is an act of rejection. In all learning we reject our present 
selves as we move toward our future selves. So, Rick, in an example you told 
me about a student who explored religion, he resisted moving forward, and 
entrenched himself where he was. He rejected a possible future self. This of 
course is within his purview. I use the terms stop, start, and continue as a 
way of making decisions about insights gleaned from any form of reflective 
practice. A key aspect of duoethnography is an openness to become.

Rick: And it’s difficult. With this particular student, he thought that 
he had encountered a dominant anti-religion narrative which he sought 
to resist. But he could not interrogate his own position in relation to 
that understanding. He saw himself as offering a counter-narrative to that 
larger narrative. But I do think that counter-narratives are important as 
well—not to close them but to allow duoethnography to give expression 
to them. So in some ways I was open to his plight as a construction.

Sean: Exactly. Duoethnography is not something that you do to 
another person, or to yourself for that matter; in the same way, teaching 
is not something we do to another person. I emphasize this because I’ve 
come across too many metaphors that present teaching as an activity that 
one does to another person, and I would rather understand it as a process 
of living in the same moment.

Joe: I use the term invite. We invite a person to join us on our quest, to 
dwell in our quest(ion). We recognize our own inadequacy from Levinas’ 
(1984) perspective, and invite another person to see our construction in 
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a different way. Through their lens we can reconceptualize ourselves; we 
become (re)knewed(re)known.

Sean: That’s beautiful.
Rick: It’s hard to live in the moment—to be open to that dynamic text. 

But to do this is important. I have students who just want the answer, who 
just want knowledge to be given to them and for things to be definite and cer-
tain, as opposed to fluid. And of course this relates to Bhabha’s (1991, 1994) 
concept of the third space that Aoki (2005b) applies into curriculum studies.

Joe: My duoethnography with Olenka Bilash (Norris & Bilash, 2016) 
addresses student resistance to uncertainty. The hegemony of the “right 
answer” is heavily engrained. I regard duoethnography as Neo’s red pill.

You take the blue pill, the story ends. You wake up in your bed and believe 
whatever you want to believe. You take the red pill, you stay in Wonderland, and 
I show you how deep the rabbit hole goes. (Wachowski & Wachowski, 1999)

It can be an act of self-liberation.
As I look through my notes another issue that arises is the difference in 

writing a duoethnography for a course and the writing of a duoethnogra-
phy for publication. While one chapter in this book does both, I think that 
I underemphasized a sense of audience in my teaching. I still think, to a 
certain extent, duoenthnographies for courses are written like most papers, 
for the professor. A fundamental aspect of duoethnography is that it is not 
only about the writer’s learnings, duoethnographers are also trying to cre-
ate a third space for their readers. If there’s one thing I might do a little dif-
ferently the next time, if given the opportunity to teach duoethnography, 
is to emphasize that the text should move beyond the partnership with an 
awareness of a larger audience. Duoethnographies don’t merely report; 
they question. In so doing they evoke responses from their readers.

Rick: Yes, the notion of audience is really important and for people to 
begin to examine their own work through the eyes of the other and then 
to try to imagine it in a different way.

Joe: Sean, your thoughts on that?
Sean: What comes to mind is the difference between explaining and 

interpreting. Sometimes when students are writing for the professor they 
become overly rhetorical, like they’re trying to control the argument, but 
what I am looking for is their curiosity.

Joe: Strong point, curiosity is an important dimension of 
duoethnography.
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Sean: I want them to let me hear their interpretation unfold, includ-
ing their doubts and uncertainties. In this way, when I hear the narrator 
struggle with an idea, the presentation of the evidence has a narrative arc 
that advances the text in interesting ways. I think duoethnography fore-
grounds inquiry in such a unique way for students that I can hear their 
query, I can hear the curiosity better.

Joe: Yes, it is much harder for two people to control a text than one.
Rick: Before we move on can I ask if there are any dilemmas or trou-

bling or difficult things that we’ve encountered?
Joe: I try to underplay my own expertise. Rick and I are the creators 

of duoethnography and have generated a set of basic tenets. But there are 
also a number of colleagues who have helped us to refine the methodol-
ogy. But hey, Rick’s and my names are on the cover. Students are steeped 
in a curriculum of please the teacher. The challenge is to create spaces 
where they are comfortable to move way beyond pleasing the teacher into 
the inquiry, but if you really immerse yourself in the inquiry, ironically, 
you’ll please the teacher.

Sean: A dilemma I face is when writers (and I include myself here) 
come up against their own worry and anxiety, and to combat these feel-
ings they move into abstraction, a kind of academicese, a language that 
we have all learned at some point in our lives in order to please profes-
sorial readers. Deep and sustained reflection that is located in the inner 
self is very difficult, not only because of the protective layers that we use 
to insulate ourselves from others, but also because in academic contexts 
subjectivity is too often marginalized. When writers move into the realm 
of abstraction, memories, identities, and reflections are kept in the subtext 
or excluded from the text altogether. But, as a reader, because I want to 
know a writer’s story and her/his storytelling voice, what matters are the 
details that are unique to who they are. In duoethnography, when the life 
story is processed and analyzed with another’s perspective, and then rep-
resented in an aesthetic way, the dilemma of abstraction is avoided. Not 
always, but certainly that is the hope.

Joe: This is that explain/express balance.
Rick: The abstraction makes it safe as they don’t connect themselves 

to their own stories. I find that it is almost a catharsis with students that 
they’ve been socialized into this notion of abstraction and that when they 
begin to enter their own story, it is often painful but also a release. I had two 
students do a duoethnography about ways in which they were either identi-
fiers or counter-identifiers toward schooling. And the person who thought 
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that she had always been the good student and then wanted to be the good 
teacher who taught as her teachers had—she realized that she may have 
been motivated to be the good teacher as an act of compliance. She recog-
nized an insecurity in her in the past in wanting to accept the status quo. To 
move from that safe notion she experienced some major dissonance. The 
notion of self in the classroom can be very complex and difficult.

Joe: And the methodology does ask duoethnographers to disrupt them-
selves. Like Shiva we need to continually rise from the ashes, and grow as 
learners. We have to be willing to enter painful situations, and reflection 
should do that; it is not a romantic notion. How dare we as teachers create 
spaces of dissonance for students, how dare we not?

Rick: And I think that we model this in our own work; we show our-
selves in vulnerable ways, that we are willing to go through that.

Joe: Vulnerability. Rick, we haven’t talked about vulnerability yet in our 
writings, have we? We implied it in discussions about trust, but we haven’t 
really haven’t delved deeply into vulnerability.

Sean: I’m more open for students to navigate their vulnerability with 
one another when they foreground that what they are constructing is an 
aesthetic piece, whether it’s text, or live performance, or something repre-
sented graphically. As they build their relationship over the three or four 
classes, I remind them to make deliberate and conscious choices about 
what they can share or not share, but also that the aesthetic representation 
provides another layer or an in-between space for them to explore vulner-
ability. Emily Dickinson (1951a) is famous for saying, “Tell the truth, but 
tell it slant.”2

Joe: I use a public/personal/private continuum to make this distinc-
tion. Public is anything anyone can know about you. Private are things 
that you don’t want anyone else to know about, and personal is that space 
between public and personal. They are things that you don’t mind people 
knowing but don’t readily tell or things that are private that in certain 
contexts you are willing to reveal. The degree of vulnerability is up to each 
duoethnographer as to what she/he wishes to bring forward into first the 
personal level when writing the duoethnography and the public level when 
decisions are made about what to retain and what to discard.

Sean: We become open to another as we release certain stories to them. 
This is an act of vulnerability. You said this earlier in our conversation, 
Joe. One of the reasons why I introduce duoethnography at the begin-
ning of the course is I’m trying to warm up the room; the ways students 
are vulnerable to one another in the duoethnography does that. I want 
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to construct a safe place but I am also very aware that no one can control 
the safety of a room. While they aren’t separate vulnerabilities, I find it 
helpful to think of an analytical space comprised only of the two people 
involved in the duoethnography and an aesthetic space when the work is 
made public. In the analytic space I invite students to be personal to one 
another, explaining how in this space their lives are data, and there can be 
a unique vulnerability that emerges between them because their interest in 
one another often goes beyond their interpretations of the data. Toward 
the end of the research process, I talk about what it means for knowledge 
to become public. Their audience to one another is different than the pub-
lic audience. As they move into the aesthetic space, I invite them to shape 
the story, turning it into more of an artistic piece. Moving between dif-
ferent spaces takes conscious awareness of what can and cannot be shared, 
and that is part of learning how to be a teacher.

Joe: Rick and Sean, I direct this question to both of you because I no 
longer have this experience. An implication here and perhaps a challenge 
is the field experience. Do either of you go into the field and supervise 
student teachers?

Sean: I used to, but not for a few years.
Joe: Part of my curiosity is in what you see as the pros and cons of 

knowing these personal stories as you interact with them in the field. 
When I was at Washington State University I did go into the field every 
year, and I’m curious how this could create a warmth of relationship, 
Sean, that you are talking about. Or, could it also work against it, that is, 
know that I know your story, when I see you in the field I could use this 
for or against you.

Sean: My impression is this, and I’m basing my impression on the fact 
that I am getting out into the field and having conversations with English 
language arts teachers who are cooperating teachers for our Bachelor of 
Education students. The trend here locally is depersonalization; a teacher 
is a teacher is a teacher. One teacher is as good as another. The instru-
mental and mechanistic approach is deliberate in our district, the rationale 
being that there is a better overall quality when the classes are more alike 
from teacher to teacher and school to school. In PEI, for the first time 
ever, students must now pass a literacy test in order to graduate. With 
this introduction of high stakes testing the intention is to ensure teachers 
are covering the curriculum in similar ways and with similar emphases. 
Curriculum is being conceived narrowly as the plan and being a profes-
sional means leaving your private life outside the classroom—teachers’ 
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and students’ stories of who they are don’t matter—so I remind my stu-
dents that they may not end up teaching in PEI, that in other places in 
the world they will need to be aware of how other people think about 
teaching. At the university I try and push against some of what is happen-
ing in the district. I prod, and provoke, and push to create conversation 
around these issues.

Rick: Your question is a good one, Joe—the interplay between duo-
ethnography and who they are or how they react when they enter their 
own classroom in their preinternship or their internship. We are trying 
to construct some partnerships right now with schools so that when they 
enter the classroom they are already working with communities; however, 
they often focus on the curriculum of the teacher whose classroom that 
they are in. My preservice students are often sort of critical that it’s often a 
reform-based curriculum and they keep saying that the teacher is missing 
all these opportunities to enter into the lived world of their students. And 
so it’s difficult because then they enter this closed neoliberal space and it’s 
hard to go beyond that space and consider how to negotiate it and allow 
the secondary students to express through an emergent lived curriculum.

Sean: A duoethnography between a preservice teacher and a cooperat-
ing teacher would unpack some of this, particularly in my PEI context.

Joe: My first book, Learning to Teach Drama a Case Narrative 
Approach (Norris, McCammon, & Miller, 2000), gets at some of that. 
Each chapter starts with a student-written case narrative about a particular 
issue. It is followed by a response written by a student from a subsequent 
year to provide an experience-far perspective. It also includes responses 
from cooperating teachers. Though the exchange is not conversational 
multiple perspectives are given.

Sean: What I would find interesting would be the different power 
dynamics.

Rick: It would be interesting … you could have the students select 
a topic and maybe they could explore it together in pairs—preservice 
teacher/preservice teacher—and then after that take it out to the field and 
have it be preservice/in-service teacher and have them look at the same 
topic. Just understanding the difference and gaining a greater sort of meta- 
view of the system and the interplay between what we do at the university 
and what is actually happening in the field. Then for us to actually research 
that through this methodology and to allow our students to deconstruct it 
and to have some agency over that would be very interesting.

Joe: Exactly. Bringing it back to our students and have them write 
responses to it as well.
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Rick: Right.
Joe: So, I think we’ve changed the title of our chapter. It was originally 

titled “teaching duoethnography in graduate curriculum theory courses”, 
which we could semi-change to “teaching duoethnography in curriculum 
theory and teacher education courses”, or now I’m thinking it could even 
be “Living curriculum theory through duoethnography”.

Let’s turn to assessment for a moment. Rick and I have given feedback 
to colleagues and also grade students’ assignments that were written as 
duoethnographies. The expository essay has been the assessment staple 
for decades. It’s been hegemonic and so overdone, but it’s comfortable 
because it’s so well-known. When reading duoethnographies, I cannot 
respond in the same way. For example, “There could be more expression”, 
“You have more theoretical than analytical”, “There are opportunities to 
integrate the literature”, and so on. I thought we could problematize the 
criteria/tenets of duoethnography. What are the types of responses that 
you find yourself giving to students?

Rick: I have issues with assessment in general. And with duoethnogra-
phy I think that there is a range in the quality of their work in general in 
terms of praxis or change, but I don’t think that it has to happen imme-
diately. Duoethnography never really ends: it continues to resonate in dif-
ferent ways. Even people who reify their views may change these views 
in the future. And when you reify your views, maybe you are starting to 
challenge them on some level. So I have a hard time with assessment. But 
I do emphasize if there are some people who have written something that 
is really excellent, I’ll keep emphasizing those good examples in class.

Sean: I’m in the same camp, Rick. I abhor putting numbers on things 
and fortunately for me I’m in a program that is pass/fail. While our faculty 
likes to say that a pass means 80 %, I don’t actually like to convert student 
work to a percentage-based scale. I find that if students are committed to 
the process, if they are able to enter into a space where they can articulate 
reality differently, then I feel that that is a fair contribution. The only other 
thing I might be looking for is their sense of reflexivity, so that they have 
offered something significant in the way that they express their work.

Rick: How about you, Joe?
Joe: I guess that we all went to the same camp. When I taught at 

Mount St. Vincent University in their summer institutes, some instructors 
would say everyone gets an A until you prove differently. I followed that 
practice. So I, too, find giving greater numbers very difficult. Now for the 
student paper that is going into this book my first set of responses were 
based upon the qualities for the course. Now I was much more demanding 
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in relation to qualities for a published piece because there is an audience 
with a different set of expectations.

Mathematics educators Zack and Reid (2003) employ Varela’s, 
Thompson’s, and Rosch’s (1993) perspective on “good-enough”. If educa-
tion is about growth then each act is a stepping stone to the next. Mackey 
(1997) calls these “placeholders” (p. 440). I look at the potential, the mov-
ing toward that elusive understanding, that you discuss, Sean. A willingness 
to dwell in the question, an openness to uncertainty, a resistance to closure 
and getting it right are some of the tones of duoethnographies. I also pro-
vide comments about the balance of express and explain, a sense that there 
is real listening to another, and that a learning/transformation is explicit in 
the way that the duoethnography is written, so there is evidence of learning.

Rick: Reflexivity is really important. And there was one article that I 
can think of where two people selected each other to just basically rein-
force each other’s views and they just ended up constructing a polemic. So 
for me it’s important that you are open to the views of the other. One of 
the biggest problems humanity is facing right now with this era of increas-
ing globalization is learning from difference in a way that doesn’t reinforce 
universalism. Wang (2006) offers this thought about third space theory 
that I think can be applied to duoethnography:

[In] a third space … both parts of a conflicting (cultural, gendered, classed, 
national or psychic) double interact with and transform each other so that 
multiplicity of the self gives rise to a new realm of subjectivity in new areas 
of negotiation. (120–121)

It is this multiplicity of the self in relation to a different Other that ani-
mates duoethnography.

All: This chapter has reinforced for us that we don’t merely teach duoeth-
nography; rather, duoethnography is imbedded in much larger discourses of 
teacher identity and the purpose of education. As we conversed, we elicited 
nuances that connected to theories that have underpinned our work.

noTes

 1. In Canada, the Bachelor of Education degree is typically a two-year after-
degree program that best corresponds to a Masters of Teaching in the 
United States, not their Bachelor of Education degree.

 J. NORRIS ET AL.



 35

 2. Tell all the Truth but tell it slant.
 Success in Circuit lies
 Too bright for our infirm Delight
 The Truth’s superb surprise
 As Lightning to the Children eased
 With explanation kind
 The Truth must dazzle gradually
 Or every man be blind—
 Emily Dickinson (1951b)
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Prologue

Educational stakeholders are familiar with the idea of a “subject”. The 
explicit curriculum (Eisner, 1985) is divided into academic domains 
each with their specific areas of inquiry. It enables educational institu-
tions at every level to create programs of study by choosing pieces from 
various subjects—a sort of educational alchemy. Flinders, Noddings, and 
Thornton (1986) describe the typical explicit curriculum as one that con-
sists of “mathematics, science, social studies, English, art, and physical 
education” (p.  34). Such an ordering is typical of the power hierarchy 
created between content areas in schools. This remnant of our modern 
enlightenment toward rationalism, certainty, and industrialization places 
disciplines perceived to contain academic rigor above those perceived as 
vocational and employable. This rationalism is bolstered by an objectiv-
ism that underpins the activities of the mathematical and scientific. Here, 
school upholds the abstraction of the individual as the ultimate goal 
of scientific pursuit. The result is a certainty in outcomes that uses the 



40 

dichotomy of right and wrong to describe the world. The core curriculum 
establishes itself on the basis of right and wrong, the existence of this per-
fection, and its non-interpretive (objective) nature.

In an educational milieu that is calling for stakeholders to validate the 
culture in which the learner resides as more than an impotent social con-
struct, teachers need to question the assumptions that lie beneath the 
hegemony of the core subjects. The curriculum of the core is often explic-
itly stated in the form of graduation requirements, postsecondary entrance 
requirements, and standardized examinations, but is perpetuated through 
implicit undertones of intellectualism and rigor. It manifests itself through 
compulsory courses, topic inclusion in wide-scale testing, and political 
attention over raising standards (Robinson, 2001).

Using a duoethnographic methodology (Norris & Sawyer, 2012), the  
perspectives of two teachers in the midst of graduate studies coemerge (Kieren 
& Simmt, 2009) with regard to the power and prestige structures set up by 
the notion of the hidden curriculum of right. Nat is a secondary mathematics 
teacher in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, and Stéphan is a secondary career and 
technology teacher currently teaching welding and woodworking in Calgary, 
Alberta. At the time of this writing, Stéphan was two courses shy of complet-
ing his Master’s degree, and Nat was two courses into his program. Their 
impressions of, and interactions with, the idea of right unfold, shift, and co-
implicate as they share experiences as students and teachers. By examining 
and accepting differing perspectives, they are able to try on another point of 
view, enrich the imagination of the alternate lens, and expand their under-
standing of the issue (Mezirow, 2000). As the experiences are presented, 
they are reexamined, enlightened by literature, and reconceptualized by the 
authors as their lenses enter a more enlightened space.

The full transformative nature of the piece cannot be experienced with-
out seeing how conversations opened up avenues of interpretations previ-
ously closed in a monologic sense. The process of interweaving dialogues 
into a coherent yet dissonant whole was one of many edits and revisions. 
To include every shift would be far beyond the scope of this chapter, but 
we hope the coalescence can be read through the text. The process is 
not meant to conclude with an omnipotent lens, but, in a similar vein to 
Krammer and Mangiardi (2012), the reader is invited to enter the conver-
sation, contrast their own experiences within the narratives, and welcome 
new insights that the duoethnographic process affords. A foundation of 
reminiscence on their respective backgrounds situates the two voices as 
they focus conversations around questions regarding their experience with 
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right throughout their lives. Best attempts were made to define central 
questions that seemed to form through the dialogue; these questions are 
used as headings throughout the chapter, but do not represent the duo-
ethnographic process. In reality, this is a highly streamlined account of a 
convoluted process.

ImPressIons of DuoethnograPhy as a graDuate 
assIgnment

Stéphan: When I first started this project, I was nervous knowing that I 
would have to enlarge my boundaries in order to present a worthy project. 
At the same time it gave me a chance to get out of my comfort zone, go 
beyond my perceived limitations, and reflect on my past. How can I give 
new meaning to past experience? How to begin the dialogue with myself? 
What is the true power of reflexivity?

Nat: I had a plan in my mind that detailed how this course was going 
to go. I emailed ahead for the readings, completed many of them, and 
began brainstorming ideas for the major assignments. I was well aware 
that arts- based assessment (Norris, 2008) was encouraged, and this scared 
me. My art (mathematics) is often perceived as rigid and driven even when 
it is employed expressively.

There is that awkward tension that exists around the table on the morn-
ing of the first day of a graduate class (of any course, really). You, Stéphan, 
busied yourself preparing your materials. I opted to bring a laptop and 
pretended to be enthralled in the latest research article or interesting tid-
bit of educational drawl that just scrolled across my social media timeline. 
That is just like me. I am constantly consuming—organizing a worldview. 
As you did your best to seem busy, others did the same. Some prepared 
notebooks with headings and others switched phones to vibrate. We did 
anything to remain inconspicuous. I had no idea that I would become so 
open with Stéphan throughout this course through this vehicle of duoeth-
nography. At the beginning, he was just another student playing the same 
game I was. When Stéphan proposed the idea of duoethnography, I took 
on the challenge because I enjoyed the ease with which I entered into 
dialogue with a duoethnographic piece in the course readings (Norris & 
Sawyer, 2004). I also enjoyed the perspectives that Stéphan had brought 
to initial class discussions. He was bold and straightforward, and—aside 
from poor taste in sporting allegiances—exemplified the wisdom of a sea-
soned teacher. In short, he was good enough. (A running theme to become 
evident as this chapter unfolds.)
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If I were being honest, duoethnography also seemed simple to me. Tell 
some stories, find common ground, make a concession or two, and move 
on. I learned many things through this process. Most importantly, there 
is a huge difference between monologues emerging concurrently and dia-
logues coemerging.

Stéphan: The other difficult part was to put complete trust in someone 
else, in this case Nat. Not only did I not know him before this class started, 
but he is a math teacher and I am a shop teacher. We are so different physi-
cally and mentally; he is tall and lanky, and I am shorter and stockier. We 
are wired differently in many ways. He is the smart one that acts upon 
analysis and uses big words, big names, and citations. (I would like to use 
the phrase brilliant mind, but I don’t want it to go to his head.) On the 
contrary, I act upon gut instinct, use simple words with fuzzy citations, 
and only sometimes get the right author’s name for them. These tensions 
made for a great relationship. A colleague in our class used the analogy of 
a clothespin in one of his arts-based assignments (Norris, 2008), and it fits 
perfectly here. As tension is applied to one end, it provides an opening, 
a catalyst for movement at the other. In order to move toward transfor-
mation, you need to live at a point of tension. It is the only way that the 
process can fulfill its purpose.

Nat: Unlike Stéphan, my main difficulty was an internal one. I had a 
very hard time looking for introspective sources of knowledge. I wanted to 
complete the process correctly without ever knowing what correct looked 
like. In hindsight, my analytic structure was doomed from the start because 
the cognitive distress caused by another opinion created a moving target. 
I kept suggesting possible headings and topics to scaffold our work, but 
they always seemed to become irrelevant after conversations. The process 
required a weaving not only of stories, perceptions, and worldviews, but 
of styles and preferences. The frustrating thing for me was the fact that 
duoethnography ensures that you are never reading or writing the com-
plete story (Zack & Reid, 2003). The collective knowledge space is built 
through our interactions (Kieren & Simmt, 2009). The following account 
is a snapshot that needed to be penned on a deadline. It attempts to pro-
vide a notion of co-implication, but cannot be considered complete. This 
is incredibly frustrating for me—as is evidenced throughout this piece.

Stéphan: We have to celebrate difference with all teachers; it is impor-
tant to remind ourselves that we are not teaching to get a pat on the back 
or to have people comment on how great we are. Our first goal is to help 
students realize their full potential, or at least give them the tools to  realize 
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it. I truly believe students need to have a wide array of teachers so they 
come in contact with a full spectrum of personalities, teaching methods, 
and strategies in order for them to reach that goal. The eureka in educa-
tion comes from variety and the hope that something will strike a chord 
with the learners.

Nat: Stéphan and I continually arrived at the fact that we are both 
teachers, and that provides common ground for our conversations. We 
both have the best interests of students in mind, and we both want, above 
all, success for these students. Upon further conversation, we (rather 
expectedly) confirmed that our paths to the profession and ideas of success 
rooted in our respective subject areas looked very different.

our uPbrIngIngs anD theIr effect on our VIew 
of Right

Stéphan: I was raised in a small town outside of Montréal. I come from a 
family where my mother was the youngest of seven kids, but the first one 
to finish high school. My dad lived through World War II, and it is still 
unclear if he finished grade six. Nonetheless, education was a really impor-
tant part of our upbringing. I still hear my dad—now 85—saying that 
none of his kids will earn a living breaking their backs like he had to. He 
likes to show the black and white pictures of him (in post-war Belgium) 
plowing a field with two horses. He explains how hard it is to plow a field 
with one beast, and then asks us to imagine two. He always says that a 
better education would have kept him from plowing so many fields. The 
reality is, to this day, I still love working hard and sacrificing my body to 
give a break to my mind. He made sure that we realized the sacrifices he 
had to make so we all had the opportunity to go to school.

Nat: I was raised as one of four children of two educated parents. 
Both my mother and father taught at a local college when I was growing 
up in Prince Edward Island. They both grew up on small town farms in 
Saskatchewan, and my siblings and I knew that education was important. 
My father is a voracious reader and eloquent communicator.

Stéphan: Crazy, my dad used to read the newspaper, but I do not think 
I saw him read a book until he was about 50 years old. (It was about fly 
fishing—a passion of his.)

Nat: It would be hard to think of a time where dad wasn’t reading a 
book (or at least wishing he was). I never appreciated my mother as an 
academic until I was old enough to understand her past. She gave up 

RIGHT AND WRONG (AND GOOD ENOUGH): A DUOETHNOGRAPHY... 



44 

further educational opportunities to raise her family; this is something I 
am beginning to respect more as my young son adds to the time pressure 
of work and school life. Weekly readings are now interrupted by repeated 
performances of The Very Hungry Caterpillar and only bedtime provides 
enough uninterrupted time to work on term papers.

It’s interesting how every person thinks their experience is typical until 
it is contrasted with that of others. I could not unpack my own upbring-
ing until Stéphan provided his. I have always craved stability, and believed 
that stability comes through hard work. Maybe that is why a subject like 
mathematics, often validated on the grounds of “academic rationalism” 
(Eisner, 1985), called me. I always valued my education above all else. To 
me, the accumulation of knowledge was the key to future stability.

Stéphan: Was my formal education that important for me? I don’t 
think so. I did well in school; with my marks I could have gone to any 
college I wanted. All my years of traveling delayed my settling down and 
was the true foundation of my education. I left home at 16 to go to col-
lege, and learn to live on my own. I finished my first degree and got a 
great job by 20, but was way too young to settle into a routine. I still 
remember my parents’ expression when I told them I was quitting my 
cushy government job in the genetic department of Agriculture Canada 
to go work doing pipeline construction as a welder’s helper in Northern 
Alberta. They thought I was crazy; looking back, I was just looking for 
more (and I got it). It was the start of a seven-year hiatus where I would 
work hard from September to May, then go back home to work in the 
agricultural field and enjoy the summers with family and friends. I never 
struck it rich, but I did learn that you don’t judge a man by his marks but 
by his values and the way he treats others.

Nat: I worked hard in school because it was important. My grandfather 
told many stories about homesteading in southern Saskatchewan and my 
outlook was very much one of meritocracy. This meshed perfectly with 
the linear accumulation of knowledge school mathematics provided. If 
I worked hard, I could master the hardest subjects. I did not find the 
same guarantee in the optional subjects; in a way, the bursts of creativity 
they necessitated went against my values of consistency and security. What 
drew me to teaching were the experiences helping others achieve a similar 
satisfaction of dominance. I loved listening to their conceptualizations on 
a method, and altering them to synchronize with an ideal procedure. I 
thought the process was emancipatory, and, with a proper dose of hard 
work, predictable.
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Stéphan: Unlike my dad, I never thought that working with my hands 
was that bad. All those years when I was traveling, I used a mix of my 
physical and mental skills to keep going. I milked cows and built concrete 
foundations; I was able to combine my physical skills and knowledge to 
land a great job teaching career technology studies. It was those experi-
ences that truly shaped my philosophy of education.

Nat: I underwent a much more traditional formation of my philosophy 
of education. I knew that if I could understand the theory of education 
and work hard to prepare myself for classroom situations, it would result 
in opportunities to provide meaningful mathematical encounters with my 
students. A strong foundation in mathematics content, preparation in edu-
cational theory, and diligent preparation toward practice would ensure suc-
cess. I have always considered myself a creative teacher, but still operated 
from a well-prepared space. I gave up lesson planning in favor of lesson 
preparing very early in my career. Predetermining student actions and key 
questions was far too rigid. Instead, I learned to anticipate student action, 
scaffold their thinking, and network within the classroom (Smith & Stein, 
2011). Although the pedagogy is emerging in the moment, my actions in 
the classroom are purposeful. In this way, my upbringing had a profound 
influence on my development as a teacher and the choice of subject areas.

Paths to the ProfessIon

Stéphan: It is important to mention that I had many lives before becom-
ing a teacher ranging from farm worker, ski bum, construction worker, 
and the Canadian Armed Forces. Lifestyle, the desire to interact with stu-
dents, the opportunity to make a difference in students’ lives, and the abil-
ity to travel were all important factors that made me decide that I wanted 
to be a teacher. I was in the Armed Forces for three years prior to going 
back to school to do a degree in education. The first year was exciting. I 
flew in fighter jets and jumped out of airplanes, but it became repetitive 
and drab very quickly. During these years I lived at bases in Chilliwack, 
Cold Lake, Edmonton, and North Bay. I also observed that these condi-
tions were not the ideal environments to raise a family. A lot of personnel 
were leaving wives and kids behind while deployed for six-month tours in 
various places in the world—Bosnia, Iraq, and Rwanda. It made me realize 
family was always to be number one on my agenda.

Nat: I went to university with a clear plan in mind. I had known for 
a couple years that I wanted to become a teacher. I was afforded plenty 
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of teaching experiences in high school (or so I thought) because people 
would come to me to get explanations for mathematical concepts. I didn’t 
approach the mathematics any differently than before, but had an engag-
ing personality and a lot of patience. I was not an overly patient man 
outside of this setting, but mathematics was my comfort zone. I liked 
that something I found so simple, so linear, was seen as incredibly diffi-
cult by so many. It provided me a status. The unmistakable aura of right-
ness surrounded mathematics. It carried with it a burden of exactness—of 
orchestrated precision—that made it difficult to master. I was able to syn-
chronize myself to its requirements; it seemed to take place outside of the 
user, and this placed it at the core of academic pursuit.

Stéphan: I started to reflect about the type of work that would provide 
me with a lifestyle that would give me the chance to have a lot of time 
with my family. Based on my so-called talents and affinities, a few options 
came to mind including fireman, policeman, and teacher. I finally picked 
teacher because I did not feel that I would like to deal with the negativity 
that comes with the other two professions. I didn’t see myself knocking at 
a door telling someone that a loved one died in a car accident. The other 
reason that made me become a teacher was the possibility of traveling. I 
was lucky enough to be bilingual and it opened a lot of doors. I felt that if 
I picked the right subjects I could properly tool myself to be able to teach 
anywhere in Canada or abroad. Lastly, I felt that teaching was a profession 
that gives you the chance to reinvent yourself. I had found that in previous 
jobs, such a possibility was hardly there.

Nat: I never thought my motives were based outside an academic 
interest. Teaching provided an interesting balance between the vocational 
and theoretical. That is a tension I live between to this day. On the one 
hand, you are required to communicate like a teenager, but, on the other, 
you are required to navigate professional channels and base actions in 
theory. It was a profession where I could use my skills to communicate 
 mathematics. I considered this a valued commodity due to the high num-
ber of people I knew who had terrible experiences with math. I also have 
always enjoyed the process of learning and interacting with young adults. 
I didn’t have the extensive life experience of Stéphan, but now see how the 
notion of security also played into my decision. Teaching is something I 
knew and loved. Both my parents taught at the postsecondary level when 
I was growing up. I have uncles and aunts in the profession. School was 
safe. While I never had the immediate concerns of raising a family, I knew 
that teaching wouldn’t disrupt this possibility.
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While my path and background seemed to reflect the elements that 
cement math as a core subject—stability, purposiveness, linearity—Stéphan 
settled on teaching as a best fit to his developed talents. Underlying both 
decisions was an inherent compatibility, a compatibility rooted in present 
skills and desires, but also in respective histories—teaching fit.

InterluDe

At this point, we shift gears into the precipitates from the discussions. Both 
of us agreed that detailing our own histories helped situate us in an honest 
self-evaluation. The discussions that follow recursively situate ourselves 
back into our personal histories. In doing so, they also create new conver-
sations and add new stories. We made the attempt to organize our discus-
sions into three emergent themes—perfection, creativity and rigor,  and 
intelligence. What follows is a distilled account of our interactions.

Does Perfection Exist and What Does It Look Like?

Nat: I excelled in all subjects in school, but approached them all in a 
systematic, mathematical way. The idea of certainty—of tidiness—drew 
me to mathematics. I can remember the chart on the classroom wall. It 
was off to the left and slightly above my natural field of vision as a fifth 
grader. Just enough that you could recognize which students were looking 
at it, trying to figure out their position. This was the weekly tally of the 
mad minutes, simple multiplication tables we did each day for exactly one 
minute. The aggregate winner after the week was rewarded with tokens to 
buy milk at lunch. The best thing about the competition was there was no 
disputing the winner.

Stéphan: Becoming a teacher was not in the plans early in my life. It is sur-
prising to see where this life has taken me so far. The fact that I am a teacher 
could almost be considered karma. Growing up, I was probably the worst 
nightmare a teacher could have in their classroom. I always did well grade-
wise, but I was a troublemaker—school was easy for me. I was constantly 
looking for ways to beat the system. Looking back, I realize that going to 
school was just a rite of passage; I wanted to travel and see the world. I was 
building my life so I would have enough tools to reach these goals.

Nat: I enjoyed classes in the practical and applied arts, and still enjoy 
home improvement projects to this day. Like everything in school, I took 
it very seriously. I worked hard to achieve a level of precision in all my 
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projects. I approached each project like I would have approached any 
problem set before me—mathematically. One in particular haunts me to 
this day, because it is still displayed in my mother’s small flower garden. 
Every visit reminds me of the experience. It is a simple cement stepping 
stone decorated with colored glass. The pattern is of a single rose against 
a landscape of blue and green glass (my attempt at a sky and ground). If 
you were to look at the piece in its finished state, you would have no idea 
that meticulous time was spent breaking glass pieces until they worked 
exactly to my liking. Breaking the glass with clumsy hand tools did not 
allow much room for perfection, but that is what I wanted to achieve. I 
was helpless and frustrated. In the end, it now sits on the step of my child-
hood home in its blatant imperfection. A symbol of my artistic ignorance. 
To make matters worse, my mom purchased another cement stone for the 
garden. The comparison only accentuates the imperfections.

I felt the same helplessness when I was asked to teach grade nine English 
during my first year of teaching. (I have exclusively taught mathematics 
ever since). I remember pouring over student essays wondering how I was 
to evaluate such personal things like tone, voice, and imagination. The 
process seemed so foreign and uncomfortable to me.

Stéphan: Unlike Nat’s, my experience as a teacher is diverse. I have 
taught numerous subjects in various school locations. I have taught what 
the majority would define as core subjects in mathematics and science, 
fringe subjects of religion and Career and Life Management, and the hands-
on options of woodworking, welding, mechanics, and electronics. I know 
this broad experience provides me with a holistic approach and perspective 
about the experience of a secondary teacher. I can navigate the different 
layers involved in teaching various subjects. I use mathematical examples 
(Yes, Nat, I can do math) with students when welding. Embedding the use 
of trigonometry, for example, into the drafting of staircases layers multiple 
disciplines. It is always funny when grade ten students—usually complet-
ing the dash three trades-oriented math (Alberta Education, 2008)—real-
ize that they have been using trig without knowing it. I feel the many 
experiences I’ve had in education give me a wide lens looking at the stu-
dent’s perspective while dealing with the reality of everyday teaching.

Courses like welding or mechanics use a multilayered approach to learn-
ing. It is a bricolage of many learning styles. They involve hands- on and 
hands-off experiences; they are a combination of history, theory, and meth-
ods. I have the chance to teach a subject where communication with sounds, 
words, images, numbers, and gestures comes naturally (McLeod, 1987) in 
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a milieu that favors an I–Thou relationship with the students (Scudder Jr., 
1968). I share my experience with the students, and, in return, they add to 
them. Because we have a common goal in the form of a project, I am able 
to share a tangible part of their reality. The subject opens common ground 
where we can initiate a true relationship. The content creates the space for 
this connection, and if we can cultivate an I–Thou relationship, we mini-
mize the tension that can exist between students and teachers. Teaching in 
the options values this apprenticeship model. I feel it brings the relation-
ship to the level of mentor as opposed to pupils. Such relationships are not 
focused on perfection. They provide the students with the tools to move 
toward self-realization physically, socially, and spiritually.

The best example of that is when you relate your life experience through 
stories. The usual teacher-storyteller will tell stories of his life successes. 
Through the years, I realized that the students were way more attentive 
to my screw-up stories than my successes (probably because they get tired 
of listening to their parents telling what to do to be perfect). I always 
share two ironic stories with them about when I was about their age liv-
ing in Québec. At one point, my dad wanted me to learn how to weld so 
he would not need to always stop what he was doing when something 
need to get fixed. I said to him that I did not need to learn how to weld, 
because I would never use it in my life. Around the same time, I had an 
argument with my English teacher while trying to explain how stupid it 
was to learn English in Québec. Why practice something I would never 
use? I always follow these two stories by telling the students to look at 
me now; I must be a clown. I teach welding in English. We usually have 
a good laugh, but it illustrates how important it is to be open to learning 
because you never know where life will take you. We empower students by 
having a positive attitude and showing mutual respect; we are creating an 
awakening. Fundamentally, it should be the school’s interest to promote 
this I–Thou relation at all levels and in all subjects. If this is our focus, 
perfection takes a back seat. The content shifts around from pupil to pupil, 
and so ideas of perfection cannot converge at a single point.

Nat: In school, I always had great relationships with my math teachers, 
but a narrow-sighted view of perfection in the form of correct answers 
meant that mathematics became cold and austere. I felt that the classroom 
environment was focused around survival. The focus didn’t seem to be on 
the relationship between the teacher and students (I–Thou or otherwise); 
the focus was on my relationship with the mathematics. There was a distinct 
power struggle set up. It was the students on one side and the mathematics 
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on the other. The teacher moved from side to side, sometimes viewed as 
a lifeline and other times as a public enemy. It was as though the teacher 
stood as an inhuman communicator of mathematical truth. The student’s 
relationship to the subject matter was more important than the relation-
ship with the teacher. I have always been a very independent person, so I 
excelled in courses like mathematics where I could wean out the teacher 
and become my own arbiter of truths. This was easier in math class than 
the courses you (Stéphan) excelled in. In grade 11, my math teacher would 
give us handouts with definitions, blanks to fill in, and practice questions. I 
judged my success that day by how quickly I was able to race ahead of the 
lecture and understand the day’s complexities. Math contained harmless 
notations that acted in predictable ways. The wood shop was unpredict-
able. I loved solving problems the industrial arts posed, but hated that I 
needed to rely so much on the teacher.

Number Theory changed my perspective of mathematics. Most stu-
dents dreaded the class, but I enjoyed learning the ways in which the 
numbers seamlessly danced together. It was as though the numbers were 
interacting, and the mathematicians were just following along picking 
up on patterns and naming peculiar behavior. The perfection suddenly 
extended beyond trial and error. Mathematics was able to work with num-
bers I’d never fathomed, and make sensible claims about them. Through 
this perfect intricacy, the mathematics was finally in charge in a shocking 
reversal of roles. In other classrooms, the mathematician was the master 
and the subject acted as a sort of weapon. Here, the mathematics itself was 
in control and the student needed to wait patiently, watch—listen. For the 
first time, mathematics became an open avenue that could be explored. 
Methods for solution were presented (still in a very restricted sense), but 
I gained a deep understanding of the topics because I played with them. 
I would tweak attributes and compare results. As I played with the ques-
tions, their meaning deepened, but I also changed alongside them (Proulx 
& Simmt, 2013). In the classroom, initial conceptions of learners serve as 
road markers. Students bring me unfinished and haphazard mathemati-
cal projects, and we work hard together to bring them toward a perfect, 
meaningful synthesis. In this way, I see mathematics as very similar to 
welding, but with a fundamental difference to Stéphan: in mathematics, 
there is a constant goal of perfection. Getting there is often messy (messi-
ness tells you the solution was worthwhile), but in the end there is answer. 
So while my tidiness was an illusion, the perfection remains.
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Stéphan: First, let’s be honest, perfection as an absolute does not exist. 
Rather than looking toward perfection, I like to think of the philosophy of 
good enough. I believe that every great thing takes hold through an open 
attitude of good enough. Leaving space for improvement baits the hook. 
This way the learner is not constantly burdened by perfection, but can 
reflect on improvements and move toward that goal. The “opting for a 
temporary decision which is good enough for the time being is not only 
a good move, it is one which we make all the time when in the midst of 
learning” (Zack & Reid, 2003, p. 43). When one discovers and gets a 
good grasp of who they are physically, socially, and intellectually they can 
begin to move closer toward perfection.

This idea of good enough is best explained with an analogy.
A person goes home one day and their partner asks if they could build 

them a deck. That person has never built a deck before, but finds all the 
necessary tools and information to complete construction. When the deck 
was finished, it looked okay. It was safe, solid, and performing its purpose. 
It might not have been perfect, but it was good enough. After seeing the 
deck for the first time, the father of that same person asked him if he could 
build him a deck. When that second deck was finished, it too was not 
looking bad. It was solid, safe, and serving its purpose. It was not perfect, 
but it was good enough. It was not long until a third request came in for a 
deck. Not wanting to disappoint, it was constructed in a timely fashion. 
When that third deck was finished, it was looking good. It was solid, safe, 
and serving its purpose. It was not perfect, but it was good enough. For the 
builder, the third deck was the best one. He had built it using his time 
efficiently because he had developed a system. He used the tools to their 
maximum capacity, creating minimal effort. The mistakes that he made 
building the first two decks were not repeated. In all three cases, it would 
take an expert eye to spot mistakes in any of the three decks, and only the 
builder would have an increased sense of security when standing on the 
third deck. For everyone else, the decks were constructed good enough.

What I’m saying is all three decks were good enough, but one of them 
was closer to perfection than the others. Good enough comes from the 
value of the process along the way and the discovery of doing something 
that has value and provides results. As you get better, previous standards of 
good enough become fairly easy. The notion of perfection is always within 
grasp but never attained because you can always get better. In math, you 
are constantly limited because you have to restart until it’s perfect.
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Nat: How can we say something is closer to perfection if that perfec-
tion doesn’t exist? This was the major sticking point in our conversations. 
Stéphan set up perfection as an asymptote to be approached but never 
reached. He not only had his own definition of perfection, he also had 
a completely different notion of mathematics. To him, mathematics was 
bound by a prescription of rules. Each step must be carefully executed or 
the perfection would be jeopardized. Ironically, this is how I view the pro-
cess of welding. What it boiled down to was a state of being. In Stéphan’s 
terms, the pathway through a problem or task is filled with a constant 
recalibration and self-evaluation. To him, these recalibrations always stood 
in between him and perfection. This process, I would assume, is what he 
considers learning. For me, perfection is a personal movement or syn-
chronization between someone and their task. While there may be no 
archetype for a perfect deck, the essence of perfection evolves alongside the 
learner. The person forms their idea of a perfect deck as they go along. In 
turn, the pathway toward perfection also shapes the person. It is a mutual 
process. This notion of constant, prescriptive perfection is what creates the 
aura of rationalism around mathematics and begins to separate the core 
subjects from the options. I do not think mathematics and welding are 
worlds apart. In both, it requires a high degree of creativity within pro-
scriptive boundaries to truly master the craft, and, in both, I see perfection 
emerging as the act and the actor co-implicate.

What Roles Do Creativity and Rigor Play in Your Subject Area?

Nat: Stéphan spoke very passionately about creativity during our many 
conversations, and often as the opposite of rigor. For me, rigor is an adher-
ence to careful exactness while creativity is a sort of license with the tools 
of the craft. Math classes (in high school) are too focused on the idea of 
exactness, and efforts to imbue creativity result in tokenism toward the 
options classes. It is as though mathematics can borrow some application 
from a practical discipline like woodworking or welding, and, in return, 
grant it some respect from a more rigorous perch. I once had my students 
do a home remodeling project where they were required to decide on 
certain upgrades to flooring, furniture, and architecture and then prepare 
a budget for the renovation. Part of the project required detailed calcula-
tions for the surface area of the walls to be painted. Not long thereafter, 
my wife and I decided to paint our master bedroom. When it came time 
to buy paint, we based our purchase on rough overestimations. School 
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mathematics clings to rigor and uses situated contexts as creative boost-
ers. In this sense, creativity and rigor do stand opposed to one another. I 
would prefer to speak of the self-contained creativity in mathematics; it is 
this nature of mathematics that allows us to play (create) within the exact-
ness (rigor) of the mathematical.

Stéphan: Even though it is important to have a certain balance in the 
classroom. The fact is that I learn just as much from the students as they 
learn from me. I am always amazed to see how passionate students get 
when they fall in love with something. How many times have I learned 
new skills because I was not able to say no to students? Students ask to 
build skateboards, but I don’t know the first thing about it. By the end 
of the project, we have a skateboard, a relationship, new skills for the 
students and myself, and a mutual respect. I would even go further and 
say that the learning was cooperative, and it comes with great advantages.

It is effective in promoting higher academic achievements with a deeper 
understanding of learned material, better high-level reasoning and critical 
thinking skills, better development of interpersonal and social skills, increas-
ing abilities to view situations from others’ perspectives, more supportive 
relationships with peers, lower levels of anxiety and stress, and greater intrin-
sic motivation to learn. (Navarro-Pabloa & Gallardo-Saboridob, 2015)

True freedom is required to allow them to find different ways to get to 
different destinations. In math, I would assume that freedom is granted 
in order to find different ways to get a rigid predetermined answer to a 
problem or a situation. In reality, there is not much freedom, and so not 
much room for real creativity. It is only an illusion; at the end of the day 
students need to converge to a specific answer. For this reason, I think that 
real creativity needs to be conjoined with freedom.

Nat: I like Stéphan’s use of the word freedom in tandem with creativity, 
but would disagree with the necessity of what he calls true freedom. I do 
so on two grounds. First, if we are to employ our crafts vocationally (in 
school or in life) we always have a job to do. Whether this is building a 
deck or solving for an unknown, there is a point when we can say the job 
has been completed to a certain standard (regardless you believe in perfect 
standards or not). There is never a true freedom in our actions in school; 
budgets, assessments, and time all legislate restrictions but do not com-
pletely eliminate freedom. Second, even if one were to engage in an activ-
ity purely for aesthetic pleasure, you are bound by the tools of the craft. 
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Both welding and mathematics have tools that can be employed for stan-
dard purposes, and used creatively when used in non-routine situations. 
Even when engaging in fanciful play, freedom is limited by the tools. In 
this way, the tools contain the rigor and the utilization of the tools can be 
termed creativity. The freedom to act within the boundaries of these tools 
is what I think of as creativity. Think of a hammer; it has certain structural 
limitations and is designed for a specific purpose. This represents the rigor 
of the tool. A hammer can be used as many things when completing a 
job. It can be a lever, a counter-weight, an anvil, or—as my dad has dem-
onstrated numerous times—it can even be a screwdriver. Here we see the 
creativity, and perhaps impatience, of the actor. True, unbridled freedom 
is always bound by the tools of the trade. In this way, I think of rigor and 
freedom as nested phenomena (Fig. 3.1). The tools retain their rigor, but 
enable creativity when in action. Here, creativity doesn’t stand opposed to 
rigor, but is nested around it.

Stéphan: When I think of creativity, I think of a situation where you 
can process without constraint and restriction. It is here where you can 
imagine and innovate without pressures of working toward an absolute 
in an environment where you will not be afraid to take risks. The result 
is truly about the process, and the process gets better as you improve the 
results. The most efficient process is gained through experience. Many 
times I have had a student ask me if they can make their own project. I 
reluctantly agree, but assume they will only come up with a decent result. 

Fig. 3.1 Nat’s model 
of creativity and rigor. 
Creativity emerges from 
innovative use of rigor-
ous tools
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Every year I get caught in this trap, and every year students surprise me 
with fantastic results. Creativity allows the worker to correct old mistakes 
while, at the same time, searching for new methods. In the options, cre-
ativity reinvents efficiency.

Nat: George Dantzig was a student at UC Berkeley running late for a 
course in advanced statistics. When he arrived, there were two problems 
written on the blackboard. He copied them down and spent days work-
ing toward solutions he found to be more difficult than usual. Weeks after 
submission, Dantzig’s professor knocked on his door. He had prepared 
an introduction to his proof to be sent off for publication. Unknowingly, 
Dantzig had completed the two problems that the professor had used as 
examples of unsolved problems in statistics (Albers & Reid, 1986). Maybe 
this is the perfect example of taking creative risks, but it took the igno-
rance of the context to allow Dantzig to operate freely. He didn’t deviate 
from the statistical tools (rigor) but utilized them in unorthodox ways 
(creativity). The result was a degree of freedom that allowed him to com-
plete something that had stumped the most brilliant statisticians of the 
day. Again, creativity emerged from rigor (see Fig. 3.1). The difference 
here is creativity was used to converge on a solution—a right answer. After 
the dust settles, the proofs that were unsuccessful are markedly differ-
ent than the builder’s first two decks in your story. Your story ends with 
three unique decks, mine ends with three unique proofs only one of which 
served its ultimate purpose.

Stéphan: I see rigor constantly occurring when we are creating, solv-
ing, and working through problems. In a way, I see it as opposite. Rigor 
emerges from creativity (Fig. 3.2). I am implying that we need to be rigor-
ous in everything we do in life or it quickly loses its purpose. The tools Nat 
speaks of need to be born somewhere; they emerge from creativity. New 
problems require new solutions. How many times has sideways think-
ing created a new solution to a problem? Nat just demonstrated it with 
Dantzig’s example, but it exists in commonplace examples like sticky notes 
and spray insulation. They are now (rigorous) industry standards, but they 
began as innovations. While it may seem that rigor is built through con-
vergent, perfect steps, it is actually established through divergent thoughts 
that provide strategic advantage.

If we are to balance rigor in an environment built from creativity, we 
need to move rigor out from the implicit curriculum and into the explicit 
curriculum (Eisner, 1985). For too long, rigor has been considered an 
activity of the mind, born from rationalism. Having conversations with the 
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students about the nature of rigor and the habits of someone who values 
rigor would position them in a reflective position. They get the tools to 
think flexibly in a metacognitive way while continuing to question and 
solve problems. Every action as a learner involves rigor and making this 
fact explicit would move the notion of rigor outside of specific subjects 
and into the realm of lifelong learning.

How Do You Frame the Notion of Intelligence?

Nat: Fifth grade was an important one for me and my developing world-
view of intelligence. The teacher told me that I could work ahead into the 
grade six math textbook because I was so far ahead. I really only knew one 
thing about math at that point—I was really good at it. I was allowed to 
work ahead because I was intelligent. I believed intelligence was locally 
housed; it was an individual attribute constructed through interactions 
but abstracted until it can be utilized by an individual, regardless of situa-
tion. The history of past problems cannot be forgotten, but the milieu in 
which they existed must be. This rational disembodiment is what creates 
the aura of objectivism in math. The student who can ignore distraction 
(both inward and outward) is the one that can intelligently connect the 

Fig. 3.2 Stéphan’s model of creativity and rigor. Rigor is in every action and 
emerges from the work on problems
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necessary links to solve problems, and solving problems was at the very 
heart of my juvenile understanding of intelligence.

Stéphan: There is such a variance in defining intelligence I would 
rather use the word harmony. I think of intelligence as a process we can 
use to act within a system productively. Intelligence is then the ability to 
mesh with the system and contribute to its advancement. Technology is a 
prime example. Think of how tablets have slowly made their way into the 
everyday functions of this world. This relatively new technology allows us 
to operate smoother—more intelligently. On a more humanistic note, we 
attempt to achieve harmony every time we play a team sport. We meet 
with new teammates, learn their strengths and their weaknesses, and mesh 
together in order to contribute to the competitive advancement of the 
team. I think of it being an adaptation process, picking the right tool out 
of the toolbox for a task whether it is simple or complex. It is not a mat-
ter of being a smooth operator and solving many problems. Rather, an 
intelligent or harmonious person understands the many consequences of 
their actions and uses the many tools to create profitable change and solve 
necessary problems. I played a decent level of hockey growing up. I would 
make a point of coming to the rink early to watch the game or practice 
before ours. I always found that it was a good way to get ready for my own 
practices or games. It would help me focus by watching how other players 
would act in certain situations; it helped me learn because I was seeing the 
game through other players. I could see the whole ice, and pinpoint ways 
in which player action helped the team. I was no longer focused on flashy 
individual plays; the change of scope allowed me to focus on the intelli-
gence of a larger system—a team.

Nat: I think we agree on this topic more than the others. Perhaps this 
is a harmony all in itself? It is said great (or intelligent) minds think alike. 
Unfortunately, that means unintelligent minds might also share brain-
waves. I’m hoping we are the former.

Before my grandfather died, I remember sitting around a campfire at 
the family farm and asking him questions about his life. My family and I 
had moved across the country and I had been largely alienated from the 
farming lifestyle. I asked him, if he could go back and do it all over again, 
would he change anything? He paused for a second and with his patented 
sigh, replied, “Oh, no. I don’t think so”. I then asked him why he chose 
farming. It was hard work with unpredictable results. My grandfather was 
a brilliant man with a quick wit and a huge heart for others. Why wouldn’t 
he chose to pursue something more than continuing a family farm? He 
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replied, “Why be smart if it doesn’t help anyone?” Farming gave him the 
opportunity to put his mind into action, and the result was a notion of 
active intelligence. An intelligent person has the ability to solve problems 
in novel ways. It does not take intelligence to apply a set procedure repeat-
edly in a familiar context. Unfortunately, math class often boils down to 
this. I was branded as intelligent because of my high rates of accuracy and 
automaticity. Correct answers were important, but only impressive if they 
were done with a high rate of speed. By way of illustration, I was recently 
talking with a young girl who had just finished grade one. I asked her if she 
liked math class, and she replied that her friend Josh must like it because 
he is always done first.

Stéphan: Intelligence does not have an individual identity; an indi-
vidual might apply it, but I think it comes from a collective mind. No 
ideas or inventions are truly original; they are always created through an 
outside source. That source could be in the form of another’s opinion 
or viewpoint or come from something that was there before, whether it 
is a problem or a situation. We see it when an invention is used to fix a 
problem it never intended to, or an idea is taken from a field (say, psychol-
ogy), and adapted to fit another (say, education). We cannot escape the 
shoulders of giants.

That is the core of this duoethnography. It takes us (as a collective) to 
really operate intelligently on our views. If this was a memoir, it would 
quickly become a sermon about our personal histories as they exist in 
isolation. For this reason, I found my answers in this section to hold 
little personal relevance. I don’t think the notion of intelligence should 
be framed by any particular subject (Gardner, 1993), but should be a 
 holistic measure of how individuals act on a system to move it forward 
while retaining harmony within it. My answer to the question “How do 
you frame the notion of intelligence?” is I don’t bother.

Nat: The ideas of harmony and collective intelligence resonate with 
me, but I know that the school system would not agree. I find myself on 
opposing sides of a war that cannot be won. On one side, we have the 
structure of schools with individual grades, standardized assessments, and 
valedictory addresses. On the other, we have the idea of intelligence as col-
lective, harmonious action. School was rarely harmonious for me, even in 
group projects. Group work was always accompanied with a subconscious 
tally of merit. I was always aware of who was doing the most difficult work. 
Although roles were not made explicit, leaders quickly emerged, and I was 
always aware of it. Duoethnography has revived many petty memories of 
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my school days. For instance, I did my grade six science fair project with 
two of my best friends. We won the school contest and were entered into 
a district competition. Only two of us could go to the competition, and 
my teacher randomly chose; I was left out. I acted like I was fine with it, 
but I was very disappointed. My friends must have known because when 
we got selected for the provincial competition, they didn’t tell me. We got 
in an argument on the school yard when I finally found out we won. They 
said they didn’t tell me because they thought I would be mad. They were 
probably right. Not mad, but jealous. I was the brains of the operation. I 
deserved to go. It really doesn’t matter now, but does show how situations 
that look harmonious are often undergirded with individualism.

After hearing Stéphan’s notion of harmony, I wonder how harmonious 
my classroom looks? I know I value collectivity, but the final say is dic-
tated by the bureaucratic tendencies of the school system. The legacy of 
school mathematics leaves its heaviest and most ugly stain on the concept 
of intelligence.

How Has the Duoethnographic Process Shifted Your Lens?

Stéphan: The application of duoethnography moves beyond the conver-
sation; it is an introspection that made me recognize the true multiplicity 
in my classroom. It reiterates the fact that the classroom is not a stagnant 
monoculture; it is alive and kicking in every direction. I am lucky to be 
able to share a passion and witness the way the students are applying the 
skills that they learn. I do know that there is a space for every learning 
style in my classroom, but the reality is that we usually use our strengths 
in the way we teach. It is my job to make sure that I get the best out of 
every student whether they have an aptitude suited for science, language, 
mathematics, or the options. I need to initiate purposeful dialogue with 
students about their motivations, roadblocks, and self-identities. I think a 
lot of the practical fallout from the project comes in the form of dialogue, 
much like the process itself.

I wasn’t able to truly acknowledge what I valued until the thoughts 
inside my head were challenged. I realized that I value a communal sense 
of intelligence and that means that a simple continuum from thinking to 
doing does not represent the atmosphere I want in my classroom. I will 
make efforts to connect students who are working on a similar project and 
asking similar questions. We will try to instigate a supportive system where 
I do not represent the correct idea, but we all contribute. Ideally, I want 
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to create a process of thinking, reflecting, asking, and (ultimately) doing. 
This networking builds on the idea of communal or shared intelligence.

Nat: Conversational tension with Stéphan provided many stresses to 
my lens. Some of these are new things I hope to establish, and others 
are dormant beliefs that have been reawakened and need to be re-placed 
in a position of importance. They do not all exist as objects that can be 
placed neatly in lesson preparations and classroom structures, but exist 
as a heightened state of awareness having interrogated these key ideas. 
Admittedly, the first draft of my applications focused on specific problems 
and routines that fit with my expanded lens of right—notions of intel-
ligence, harmony, and perfection. Upon further inspection, this record 
did not do the process justice. I feel this revision exemplifies the shift in 
my lens of right. Those applications diluted the learnings into linear and 
programmable steps no different than my fifth grade mad minutes.

Talking with Stéphan made me realize why it is I love mathematics and 
the perfection it holds. It is the connective intricacies that make math-
ematics vibrant for me. This reinforces my teaching. I also know that my 
view of intelligence has shifted more toward the idea of harmony. If math-
ematics is to truly grow and co-implicate with its user, intelligence needs 
to take on a quality of action. I want my students to work with mathemat-
ics instead of operating on mathematics. In this way, their intelligence is 
not static and measurable, but a state of being mathematical. Intelligence 
moves from a noun (built and stored over time) to a verb (shifting, enact-
ing in context).

Looking for applications brings me back to the fictitious (but incred-
ibly potent) conversation between a scientist and a novelist told by Ted 
Aoki (1993). Some would be tempted to try and reconcile the differences 
between the two, but I prefer to live in the tension between the core and 
optional subjects. This way, it reminds me what I value about the other.

ePIlogue

The process of duoethnography was a perfect method to examine our 
deep-seated beliefs of education through our respective lenses. It forced 
an introspective analysis as conversations challenged our foundational 
beliefs. We served as mutual catalysts for thought, and emerged knowing 
one another deeply. We began by brainstorming possible ways to structure 
our differences so they could be effectively highlighted through our dis-
cussions, but they constantly shifted as we found our way to the heart of 
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the issue for us. Duoethnography pulled at the issues honestly; there was 
no need (or even the possibility) to fabricate dichotomies of difference. 
They emerged fluidly.

This fluidity was frustrating for both parties. We found it exhausting to 
constantly chase ourselves as we built our new perspectives of right. The 
many meetings were not simple exchanges of views but rather a conversa-
tion where the ideas of the speaker and listener formed each other. The 
exchanges never turned antagonistic, but we were often able to help each 
other articulate beliefs because of our distant stance. At the heart of the 
process was the fact that we are both teachers, despite our differences.

The value of this process is impossible to measure. We do not say this 
as some kind of poetic concluding remark, but from the understanding 
that the conversations will continue to trigger a reflective engagement for 
both of us and hopefully others. Printing a copy to be assessed toward a 
credit in a program of studies seems artificial. It gives a strong impression 
of finality; this impression is not shared by either of us. This manuscript is 
far from perfect, but we hope it stands as good enough. Our last comment 
on the methodology is that duoethnography is a misnomer if executed 
correctly. The moment you start reading, you, as reader, become part of 
the conversation. It is our hope that this transcended the space of duo and 
moved into a multi-ethnography.
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There is little doubt that the occupation one chooses, the meaning given 
to that choice, and decisions made within that occupation are all influ-
enced by one’s life history. This is true across professions (Hilson, 2008; 
Sjølie, Karlsson, & Binder, 2013), cultures (Mpungose, 2010), and disci-
plines (McCulloch, Marshall, DeCuir-Gunby, & Caldwell, 2013). Perhaps 
nowhere, though, is the influence of life history more apparent and direct 
than in those who would be teachers. The self one brings to any occupa-
tion has been shaped by experiences in your life before that time. However, 
in fields like law, architecture, medicine, or aviation, practitioners have not 
been immersed in their future jobs in the way teachers have. As Knowles 
and Holt-Reynolds (1991) point out, “The influence of twelve years or 
more of observing and participating—often successfully—in ‘status quo’ 
school and university classrooms introduces a tension unique to teacher 
education” (p. 88).

In his sociological study of teaching, Lortie (1975) suggested that 
it “strains imagination to picture a child making a well-reasoned career 
choice at the age of eight or ten-years-old” (p.  42). Yet, many future 
teachers do indeed make their career choice at that time. Unlike nearly 
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every other occupational choice “teaching possesses recruitment resources 
beyond its relative attractiveness in cost and benefit terms” (Lortie, 1975, 
p. 42). It is the power of the identification with and relationships to teach-
ers and family members who are teachers that lead young people to picture 
themselves as teachers from a very early age. The impact of life history on 
one’s chosen profession goes far beyond the initial decision to become a 
teacher, or nurse, or psychotherapist. As Sjølie et al. (2013) discovered in 
their study of specialized nursing teams in Norway, “They [their life expe-
riences] give meaning to the relationship between themselves as people 
and the work role, work experiences, and their family experiences when 
relating these experiences to their current work” (p. 12). The same sort of 
relationships have been found in studying autobiographical influences on 
preservice teachers.

A LifeLong Methods Course

A significant body of research has shown that the notion of self a preservice 
teacher brings to formal teacher preparation is a powerful determinant of 
later pedagogical beliefs and practices. What makes this phenomenon so 
challenging to teacher educators is that the preservice teacher’s life history 
does not just develop certain personality traits; it shapes even how one 
teaches, manages the classroom, and/or chooses to implement or ignore 
new reforms (Clark, 1988; Cole, 1990; Ebbs, 1997; Knowles, 1992).

Britzman (1991) described the process of learning how to teach as 
“a time when one’s past, present and future are set in dynamic tension” 
(p. 8). The present learning of any future teacher is filtered first through 
their past experiences. Those past experiences or “apprenticeship of 
observation” (Lortie, 1975) include thousands of hours spent observing 
teacher behaviors in a wide variety of settings. The pedagogical actions 
of teachers observed during that time are all the more powerful because 
those teachers are often highly respected, even loved, by the young future 
teacher. For some young people the teachers from whom they learned 
what it means to be a teacher might also have been a parental substitute, a 
first crush, an admired coach or even a loving parent. As a result, what was 
a simple apprenticeship can be inextricably embedded in an emotionally 
satisfying time spent with a beloved and caring adult.

The role of life history would not be problematic if it meant simply 
that future teachers came to professional education with a predisposition 
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to want to be a good teacher. Instead, ample research shows that what 
was learned during those years of apprenticeship of observation eventually 
become “lay theories” (Holt-Reynolds, 1992) which are then translated 
into specific teaching practices that are not easily changed (Beauchamp 
& Thomas, 2009; Calderhead & Robson, 1991; Furlong, 2013; 
Hammerness, Darling-Hammond, & Bransford, 2005; Vacc & Bright, 
1999). Preservice teachers do not consciously learn those lay theories 
“at an announced, recognized moment from a formal teaching/learning 
episode” (Holt-McReynolds, 1992, p. 326). They are powerful enough, 
however, that when they clash with more progressive notions presented in 
formal teacher education the tension produced is likely to be a barrier to 
innovation and policy change (Eick & Reed, 2001).

nurturing CritiCAL AwAreness

More often than not because lay theories and dispositions develop in 
a gradual and largely unrecognized way they go unexamined or even 
noticed by the future teacher (Azevedo & Cromley, 2004; Bullough & 
Gitlin, 2001; Stooksberry, Schussler, & Bercaw, 2009). The new teach-
er’s pedagogical decisions can end up being “merely appetitive, blind and 
impulsive” (Dewey, 1933, p. 17). The challenge for teacher educators is 
to help preservice teachers become critically aware of their existing beliefs 
and assumptions so that they can better determine the impact on decision- 
making and teacher identity. Awareness alone, however, is not sufficient.

Teaching has to do, in part at least, with the formation of beliefs, and that 
means that it has to do not simply with what we shall believe, but with how 
we shall believe it. Teaching is an activity which has to do, among other 
things, with the modification and formation of beliefs systems. (Green, 
1971, p. 48)

Bringing about deepening awareness and understanding is no easy task. 
Numerous studies show that, if changes in beliefs occur at all, the pro-
cess is challenging (Kagen, 1992; Pajares, 1992; Peacock, 2001; Polat, 
2010; Raths, 2001; Stofflett & Stoddart, 1994; Weinstein, 1989). While 
there is no consensus on the potential of teacher education to bring about 
changes in perceptions and assumptions, those efforts that appear to have 
been successful in doing so have yielded some activities and environmental 
characteristics needed to increase the likelihood of change.

DIALOGIC LIFE HISTORY IN PRESERVICE TEACHER EDUCATION 
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Using duoethnography with preservice teachers is based on the premise 
that teaching dispositions and philosophy are developmental, evolutionary 
projects that are constructed and reconstructed over time (Edmunson, 
1990; Jacobs & Duhon-Sells, 1994; Levison, 1974; Stookesbury et al., 
2009; Wisdom, 1963). It is even possible that too much attention to 
assessing dispositions early in teacher preparation programs will redirect 
attention away from increasing candidates’ awareness and development 
of dispositions over time. Instead, preservice programs need to “operate 
programmatically, building sequentially and individually on candidates’ 
awareness of their dispositions” (Stookesbury et al., 2009, p. 732).

While there are any number of dispositions we would like to have 
teacher candidates to possess, my purpose in using duoethnography in 
teacher education is “less about changing one’s moral filter than about 
helping candidates develop awareness that they possess this filter” 
(Stookesbury et al., 2009, p. 728). Moreover, it is also crucial to discover 
why and how they have constructed the beliefs that have (Polat, 2010). 
Duoethnography is particularly well-suited to address this need.

the Context

Two groups of students were involved in the pilot project described in 
this chapter. A serendipitous schedule meant that I had two groups of 
preservice teachers in two different classes that differed in significant ways. 
It is important to note that this was not initially intended as a study to 
compare the results of both groups. The intention of the project was the 
same in both groups—to promote autobiographical insight into one’s 
future teaching decisions. The manner in which I approached duoeth-
nography varied according to the limitations and nature of each course. 
Still, I believe important insights came from comparing the respective 
approaches and the differences suggest some more and less effective uses 
of duoethnography to promote reflection.

One group came from an undergraduate teacher education track and 
was enrolled in a course taken just prior to formal admission to the teacher 
education program. The enrollment included students who were  interested 
in both elementary and secondary education and covered the topics typi-
cal of “Introduction to Education” courses everywhere—the nature of 
curriculum and instruction, key concepts and issues in public education, 
what it means to be a teacher, and so on. Students in the course were also 
expected to participate in volunteer activities involving children and the 
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community at sites such as daycare centers, 4-H, Park District programs, 
and tutoring centers. While there were common goals and activities across 
sections of the course which was taught to a number of graduate students 
and faculty, instructors were free to put their own slant on the course and 
could assign additional work or some different readings. In my section 
of the class I opted for an emphasis on the perceptions one brings to the 
beginning of teacher preparation programs and on nurturing the meta-
cognitive process to develop greater insight into how and what you are 
learning during the preservice teacher education process.

The undergraduate class consisted of 19 students, 3 male and 16 
female, one of whom was African-American. About half the group were 
secondary education majors from a variety of disciplines. All were tradi-
tionally aged undergraduate students and all but three were native to the 
state. Several were from the same school districts. The results reported in 
this project are based on the responses of only 14 students. The remaining 
five either did not complete the course or did not consent to be a part of 
the research.

Due to the wide range of topics required in the course and the limited 
time available I was not able to devote much in-class time to the duoeth-
nography. This turned out to be an important factor in the final quality of 
the effort. The majority of conversation time took place outside of class at 
the convenience of the students. There was very little in-class discussion 
of the abbreviated duoethnographies. Another reflective, writing-intensive 
assignment—an educational belief statement—required a lot of the class 
time that was available beyond the content of the class since it tended to 
be more difficult for the students. During this same semester the students 
were required to develop an application portfolio. While the content was 
largely independent of the class, by default, this was the class in which 
questions about the portfolio were addressed. In hindsight, those factors 
detracted from what could have been done with the duoethnography.

The second group were also preservice teachers but in this case the 
class consisted of eight graduate students pursuing certification through 
an alternative Masters of Arts in teaching program. The students were 
recent college graduates in their mid to late twenties. Their  undergraduate 
degrees were in English, foreign languages, history, and math. The class, 
Educational Philosophy, had a more narrow focus than the undergradu-
ate course. Moreover, the focus I chose for the class was on thinking 
“philosophically” about your own teaching rather than on the content 
of various educational philosophies. Most of the students in this class had 
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experience as graduate teaching assistants, coaches, or teaching assistants 
in local schools. These differences were obviously factors in interpreting 
the results of the project.

JuMp-stArting the proCess

The duoethnography for the undergraduates consisted of four parts: prep-
aration, conversation, writing, and follow-up. The preparation or ground-
work for the conversation was intended to take place before the beginning 
of the semester while most students would be spending at least some time 
at home or with family over the winter break between semesters. A few 
weeks before the semester in which the duoethnography was assigned the 
students were sent a letter via e-mail that provided a brief explanation of 
the autobiographical activities they would be doing in the class and sug-
gested some preparation they could do jump-start the process.

Since the activity relies primarily on memory, and we know that memories 
tend to get lost or “adapted” to fit what we want to remember, it is helpful 
to have some artifacts that will spur your recollections … you might want to 
search for items related to past school experiences or other related experi-
ences that contributed to your future teaching identify

• School artifacts: Yearbooks, report cards, old assignments, letters of 
recognition or honors, books, notes to or from friends or teachers, 
diaries, programs from special events, and so on.

• Photos related to school events and friends, or that tell you some-
thing about how you were shaped into a teacher (pictures of you 
reading, playing school, playing games or dolls, playing sports, vaca-
tions, etc.).

• Family recollections or stories.
• Items that might speak to personality traits that will be part of your 

teaching identity (artwork, stories you wrote, how you arranged 
your room, evidence of involvement in volunteer activities, etc.).

The reason for artifacts is twofold. First, they can help students recall spe-
cific incidents, put a visual context to a memory, or retrace  developmental 
processes as they look at childhood images of themselves (Norris & 
Sawyer, 2012). Another purpose of the artifacts is to serve as a check on 
the authenticity and reliability of memory.
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Given the already noted unfamiliarity with reflective exercises in the 
same pre-semester letter I asked the students to recall well-remembered 
events from their own educational experiences.

Try to recall one true story … that captures the “essence” of your expe-
rience as a student in elementary, middle, and/or high school. This can 
be a story about an interaction with other students, a conversation with a 
teacher, an emotionally-charged event, or other such things. … It can be 
funny, happy, thought-provoking, or just representative of who you are and 
indicative of how you might react to students.

A “well-remembered event”, as described by Carter (1993), is “an inci-
dent or episode a student observes in a school situation and considers, for 
his or her own reasons, especially salient or memorable” (p. 7). According 
to Carter, it is common for those preservice teachers to hold those sto-
ries close and make them into a theory on which they base later teaching 
decisions. Therefore, it was hoped that if they could recall one or more of 
these events and bring them to the initial duoethnographic conversations, 
the process would have a meaningful starting point.

No preparatory letter was sent to the graduate class. Since the process 
used with the graduate students was more prolonged, I suggested seeking 
out artifacts and stories that could be used as the conversation continued. 
This was not a pedagogical decision as much as it was a logistical one based 
on when I was asked to do the class and the time available before it would 
begin. The difference proved to be inconsequential, however, since few of 
the undergraduate students read the early e-mail or sought out any artifacts.

struCturing the ConversAtions

The syllabi for both courses contained only a brief description of duo-
ethnography: “This is a two-person process in which, through a probing, 
reflective conversation, you will create an educational autobiography. The 
focus will be on linking your past experiences to your current perceptions 
and beliefs about school, learning, students, and teaching”.

The way in which the conversations would proceed was described to the 
undergraduate group during class. In this case they chose their own con-
versation partner or could ask to be paired with another student who did 
not have a partner. The same was true for the graduate group. Conducting 
a true duoethnography with a complete stranger is not recommended 
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because of the trust and comfort needed to explore the issues that might 
arise. In some cases there were students in class who knew each other and 
there was a noticeable difference in the content and depth of the con-
versation in those cases. In the classroom setting I was not as concerned 
with the quality of the conversation partners since the purpose was sim-
ply to spark a more intentionally reflective process through conversation 
through a relatively short and focused process. I did not anticipate the 
depth of exploration that would occur in a more research-oriented, pur-
poseful, and voluntary duoethnography.

The undergraduate duoethnography was limited to a one-time, one- 
hour conversation guided by nine specific prompts. They did not have to 
address each prompt. They were intended only as suggested conversation 
starters.

 1. Share your most memorable experiences from your time in school 
and why you think those experiences were so memorable.

 2. Why did you choose to become a teacher?
 3. To what extent did your own decision to teach grow out of your 

experiences as a student?
 4. What were your strengths and weaknesses as a student?
 5. How did you learn most effectively? Least effectively?
 6. What did you enjoy most and least about going to school?
 7. Which teachers were your favorites? Why?
 8. What messages did your family communicate about the importance 

of school? What about your community?
 9. What outside (non-school) experiences or influences might have shaped 

the kind of student you were and the kind of teacher you will be?

With the graduate class I used a more directed and extended process 
that I referred to as a “progressive duoethnography”. Only four prompts 
were suggested and they were assigned over a period of several weeks. The 
conversation pair was to address one question at a time, although they 
could return to previous question if they wish to add to or revisit previous 
responses. The prompts, in order, were:

 1. Begin with autobiographical background and list some questions 
about the other person’s background that you would like to pursue 
further.

 2. Do you consider yourself a “philosophical” person?
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 3. What are some of your key beliefs about how people learn and can 
you identify some of the autobiographical experiences that might 
have influenced those beliefs.

 4. What are the internal and external factors that might promote or 
hinder your becoming more “philosophical” about your teaching? 
(Internal: personal/intellectual qualities—External: background 
factors, workplace conditions, expectations of others, etc.)

Some of the prompts obviously lent themselves to a variety of defini-
tions and directions and the students were encouraged to define those 
directions for themselves. For example, they could pursue what it means 
to be “philosophical” in their own ways. In each case, though, the partici-
pants were encouraged to illustrate or explore their responses in terms of 
autobiographical events and influences.

Considering the ConversAtions

In duoethnography the insights and transformations occur primarily 
within the conversations (Norris & Sawyer, 2012). In both classes, the 
conversational phase of the process concluded with a summary of and 
reflection on the results and value of the process. I added this step as one 
last chance to consider what happened during the conversations and the 
extent to which the pair was really listening and considering what was said 
and to which each person was integrating new perspectives into his or her 
own stories as the conversation progressed. As part of that process the 
students were asked to search their stories for the impact they might have 
on their preparation as teachers and on their future effectiveness in the 
classroom. Here, too, I offered prompts to guide their reflections. Some 
suggestions included:

• Can you identify existing beliefs or ideas about teaching and school-
ing in general that are rooted in the stories you told about your early 
education experiences?

• What biases might you bring to the classroom that could be 
either beneficial or detrimental to your effectiveness as a teacher? 
Remember, the word “bias” can imply prejudice or partiality, but 
it can also refer to your preferences, particular ways of viewing the 
world, and so on, in a neutral or even positive way. How might you 
need to compensate for or adapt yourself to the biases you hold?
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• How might your own experiences be used to help you understand or 
meet the needs of your future students?

• Do you see your educational experiences as being similar to or differ-
ent from the students you are most likely to teach?

• Are there questions you have about your own education or past 
experiences you want to investigate as a result of this activity? If so, 
what are they?

Mixed resuLts And Lessons LeArned

As originally conceived the project was intended to help students recollect 
past educational experiences and view them in relation to the experiences 
of other preservice teachers. At this level there is clear evidence that the 
project succeeded. Every student in both classes was able to recount mem-
orable educational experiences and, with the exception of a few under-
graduate students who submitted incomplete projects, all students were 
able to recount what they considered to be the most important recollec-
tions of their duoethnography partners. There were obvious differences, 
however, regarding the extent to which those shared stories were heard 
in relation to each other or in a way that one person’s stories informed 
or shaped the recollection of the other person. The difference was most 
noticeable when comparing the results of the undergraduate group to the 
graduate preservice teachers.

When asked to write a summary of their duoethnographies at least half 
the summaries included what could be considered thorough and reflective 
accounts of their personal educational biographies. However, those read 
more like chronological or stream-of-consciousness recollections than the 
results of a dialogue and only four of the undergraduates described the 
process in a way that deliberately compared and contrasted the experiences 
of their partners. More common was simply retelling two parallel  stories, 
as though they were just telling their stories in turn with little indication 
of a conversation. There also seemed to be little connection made to the 
influence of the personal experiences on their future teaching. In contrast, 
several students did describe a process that captured the spirit of the exer-
cise in a way that I would have hoped.

I have been to many places in the world; these places have given me a bet-
ter understanding for teaching. Cathy, on the other hand, has never even 
been outside of the east coast. She has specific views on teaching because 

 R. BREAULT



 73

she has only ever witnessed one way. … I am a very outgoing girl who loves 
kids and is extremely patient. Cathy … is not patient and gets stressed out 
very easily, but she has an amazing way of showing kids how to get answers 
to math problems. This is a very big weakness of mine I have never been a 
good problem solver and being a teacher I know that is a big task I need to 
learn more on [Brenda]

Julianne said, “I will tap into my past experiences as a teacher pretty 
often. I think I will remember the things I liked to do when I was in school 
and try to do more of those and at the same time stay away from the things 
that I know I did not learn anything from. Also I think I will try to use some 
of the same techniques as my favorite teachers”. I think I’ll probably tap into 
past experiences pretty frequently in teaching, but this isn’t necessarily a bad 
thing. While it’s of course important to have original and creative teaching 
styles in the classroom, it’s also necessary and helpful to draw from what 
you know [Annie]

In those examples the students not only viewed the stories in relation to 
each other, they also referred to specific statements in their conversations 
and even offered some implications for their future teaching.

Greater evidence that the process of recollection was an interactive one 
with at least some sense of the “ethnography” in duoethnography was 
found in the assignment in which students were given directive prompts 
for thinking about the process. In reflecting on the process itself, com-
ments like those below were the exception but still speak to the potential 
of the process as a meaningful tool for reflection.

Answering the questions asked by my partner was challenging and thought- 
provoking. I was forced harder to examine how my background of educa-
tion has guided me to wanting to be in Agriculture Education (Stacy)

I have always had an idea about what kind of teacher I hoped to be, but 
what I now realize is how much of what I want to be as a teacher is based 
on who I was as a student. … After reliving my educational journey through 
this assignment I have realized that as a student when I had a teacher I 
didn’t respect, or felt that I was given assignments that were irrelevant I 
acted out or neglected to do my homework (Linda)

I can remember when you were explaining the purpose and idea of the 
duoethnography on the first day of class. I have to admit that I could not 
see where this project would end up. I could not see what we were going 
to learn from it. It was not until I had actually completed my conversation 
that I realized how this assignment was beneficial. It allowed for me to see 
what I thought was the most influential experiences of my education and 
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also what I believed were the least influential. … Personally, I believe that if 
I remember my own education and the experiences I had, I will be able to 
better understand the needs and actions of my students (Stephanie)

investigAting the differenCes

Several aspects of the duoethnography differed significantly from the 
graduate preservice teachers in terms of how they seemed to use the con-
versations and the post-conversation reflections. It would be easy to attri-
bute the differences to developmental factors and life experiences of each 
group, but there were also differences in educational background and pro-
fessional aspirations that cannot be ignored. All the graduate preservice 
participants had been prepared in a content area without an eye to k-12 
teaching. Moreover, as explained earlier, the graduate group was taught in 
the context of an educational philosophy class and using a more deliberate 
and sequential approach to the duoethnography.

Since the basic topics being explored were different it would be difficult 
to argue that the graduate students’ recollections or resulting implications 
for future teaching were somehow deeper or more insightful than those of 
the undergraduate students. However, as they summarized and reflected 
on their conversations there was more awareness of the dynamics of the 
relationship and how it might differ from other reflective exercises with 
similar goals. Consider, for instance, their greater awareness and impor-
tance of the conversational partner. While a number of students in the 
undergraduate group compared their experiences to someone else’s and 
saw value in the process, the graduate students referred more directly to 
how the dialogic nature of duoethnography led to deeper insight.

There were a few moments in our conversations where I would have to stop 
and think because I had never really considered something the way that she 
considers it. … I was hesitant at the beginning of this project. I am happy to 
say at the end, however, that I really have learned a lot throughout this pro-
cess. Although you mentioned that it might be somewhat weird due to the 
fact that we all didn’t really know each other, I loved watching my friendship 
with Tamara grow and seeing how our conversations changed (Michelle)

I discovered that while I thought I knew a lot about myself, my conver-
sations forced me to be able to think outside of myself and see things from 
her point of view. I honestly believe that you cannot really understand or 
support your own views unless you have made an attempt to understand 
someone else’s. … I think that in addition to helping me understand the 
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reasoning behind many of my beliefs, this process has reminded me of the 
beauty that comes with listening to and acknowledging someone else’s as 
well (Kate)

Having Amy as a part of this dialogue really helped me to learn more 
about myself through our shared experiences as well as our experiences 
which were dissimilar. Having another person to bounce ideas off of and 
compare to, especially someone like Amy who has teaching experience was 
definitely a rewarding experience (Alyssa)

Whereas the undergraduate students simply noted differences in each oth-
er’s experiences as they told their respective stories, the graduate students 
used the process to, as one put it, “play each other’s, devil’s advocate”. 
Past research on the reflective process suggests that the shared recollec-
tions of the undergraduates might have increased the participants’ basic 
awareness of potential influences but probing, challenging use of dialogue 
by the graduate students resulted in deeper awareness or new insights into 
actual beliefs (Henderson, 2001; Levin, 2003; Raths & McAninch, 2003). 
The latter better reflects the goals I had for the project so it was important 
to examine the differences in each setting so as to use duoethnography 
more effectively in future attempts and better challenge preservice teach-
ers to explore their latent assumptions and influences earlier in their devel-
opment as teachers.

The most obvious difference would be the developmental and expe-
riential differences in thinking between 19-year-old undergraduates and 
25-plus-year-old graduate students (Perry, 1999). The tendency of begin-
ning undergraduate students to view all activities as assignments to be 
checked off and to see the more “philosophical” or theoretical aspects 
of preservice education as irrelevant made it less likely that they would 
seriously engage in the duoethnography. However, those factors are not 
standard or immutable characteristics and it is important to consider the 
contextual and pedagogical factors that could have nurtured greater depth 
of thought and insight. So rather than take a more superficial “What worked 
and what didn’t work” approach to the effectiveness of the duoethnogra-
phy in each class I began with a loosely constructed conceptual framework 
from which to guide the post-course reflections and suggest revisions for 
the future. More specifically, borrowing from Lave and Wenger (1991) 
and, to a lesser extent, Bandura (1977), I wanted to look more closely at 
the kind of social engagements that might provide the proper context for 
the duoethnographer in a preservice education program.
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situAting the duoethnogrAphy

Teacher education programs have long asked preservice teachers to reflect 
on the influence of past experiences as learners. Often, however, those 
reflections take the form of individual “philosophy” statements or inde-
pendent reflective essays. The use of tools such as duoethnography or col-
laborative autoethnography can increase the power of those reflections by 
juxtaposing self and collective analysis by conducting the reflections within 
“two seemingly contradictory frames of reference” and adding “rigor to 
autobiographical interrogation” (Chang, Ngunjiri, & Hernandez, 2013, 
p. 25). In order to promote that kind of autobiographical interrogation, 
though, the setting in which it takes place must be perceived as a safe, car-
ing, and supportive environment (Carter & Doyle, 1996).

The environment in which the graduate students conducted their duo-
ethnographies was much closer to that ideal than was that of the under-
graduates so the more meaningful results should not be a surprise. The 
graduate group was smaller, they were further along in their program of 
study and had formed a de facto cohort with some of the fellow students, 
and the class met for three-hour sessions which made it more conducive 
to prolonged discussion and the forming of more trusting relationships 
between both peers and the teacher. The curriculum was also less struc-
tured and allowed for pursuing topics of interest. The undergraduate 
group met for about 90 minutes, included more students, and had a full 
slate of topics with numerous lengthy departmental requirements. Much 
more time was spent transmitting instructions and monitoring the for-
mat of those requirements. Moreover, few students knew each other from 
other classes. All these factors, including time of day and classroom setting, 
made the creation of trusting and close relationships much less likely. Little 
about their context promoted meaningful engagement or rigorous auto-
biographical interrogation even for those who would have liked to do so.

Duoethnography requires trust and nurtures mutual learning if the 
method is to be meaningful and if the process is meaningful the results 
can provide powerful insight into your pedagogical beliefs and practice 
and that of others. So as I reflected on how I might use duoethnogra-
phy more effectively and consistently and where it might fit in context of 
the larger teacher education curriculum, what came to mind was notion- 
situated learning and communities of practice (CoPs) (Lave & Wenger, 
1991; Lave & Chaiklin, 1993; Wenger, 1998, 1999). A strong pedagogi-
cal CoP would create the context necessary for fruitful duoethnography 
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and fruitful duoethnography could make a significant contribution to the 
development of the community.

duoethnogrAphy in CoMMunity

Since preservice classrooms do not typically consist of practitioners of vari-
ous levels of experience sharing professional craft knowledge and learning 
from each other, they are not CoPs, as currently defined. However, it has 
been observed that CoP is an evolving concept that can be used to provide 
some guidance for the development of groups, teams, and networks (Li 
et al., 2009). Smith (2003) summarized the activity of CoP as members 
involved

in a set of relationships over time and communities develop around things 
that matter to people. The fact that they are organizing around some partic-
ular area of knowledge and activity gives members a sense of joint enterprise 
and identity. For a community of practice to function it needs to generate 
and appropriate a shared repertoire of ideas, commitments and memories. It 
also needs to develop various resources such as tools, documents, routines, 
vocabulary and symbols that in some way carry the accumulated knowledge 
of the community. (p. 2)

In this setting the members of the community do not contribute to each 
other’s pedagogical decision-making but they do work together to navi-
gate the process of becoming teachers. They are organized around the 
knowledge and process of developing a pedagogical identity and the skills 
that accompany it. They are, or could be, generating a shared repertoire 
of ways to look at what it means to be a teacher and to thrive in a school 
environment. The vocabulary and skills developed in this preservice CoP 
should, if nurtured deliberately and effectively, help them move more 
smoothly into and contribute more meaningfully to future communities 
of pedagogical practice.

The nature of many preservice programs is that individual students 
move through a program of study in a prescribed way and complete the 
requirements of each course in much the same way as they did their gen-
eral education courses. In programs that are organized into cohorts or in 
professional development schools, intentional or de facto CoPs emerge. 
My observations have been that where that happens the shared learning 
and construction of new knowledge happens in an ad hoc fashion. When 

DIALOGIC LIFE HISTORY IN PRESERVICE TEACHER EDUCATION 



78 

that is the case the preservice teacher is learning from experience but they 
are not, as Tennant (1997) described, full participants in that world and 
in generating meaning.

Deliberate attention to the context of relationships and shared learning 
is needed if we want preservice teachers to participate in a CoP in which 
“the purpose is not to learn from talk as a substitute for legitimate periph-
eral participation; it is to learn to talk as a key to legitimate peripheral par-
ticipation” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, pp. 108–109). The results of the pilot 
program described here suggest that using duoethnography at key points 
in the development of a preservice CoP could make that community more 
powerful but only if teacher educators and public school mentors help cre-
ate relational environment in which to situate duoethnographic insights.

eMbedding duoethnogrAphy in preserviCe LeArning

The outcomes of the activities described in this chapter, while limited, 
showed enough potential pedagogical value to consider how duoethnog-
raphy might be used in a systemic, developmental way throughout pre-
service education programs. It is with some hesitation that I make the 
recommendations that follow given the tendency for deeply reflective 
activities like developing a teaching philosophy or performance portfolio 
to become overly prescribed and superficial when made into curriculum 
requirements. This is especially true in an environment where accredita-
tion pressures demand that activities be justified in terms of rubric-driven 
assessments. With that in mind, I recommend that if duoethnography is 
used in the ways described that it be used as an ungraded activity designed 
to provide readiness or context for future preservice learning.

Identifying Key Developmental Transitions

Baum and King (2006) found that when asked to discuss cultural influ-
ences on student behaviors, most preservice teachers were unable to do 
so, unless they themselves were members of a particular minority group. 
Engaging preservice teachers in a duoethnography that requires them 
to explore their own cultural contexts more deeply in juxtaposition with 
those of other students could begin to address that problem. This could 
be particularly successful if done at the beginning of a teacher education 
program since the results could provide a broader personal lens through 
which to perceive the rest of the curriculum and field experiences. The 
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value of this approach is all the more obvious if we consider the impor-
tance of narrative in understanding teaching performance.

A narrative perspective suggests that we invest most of our pre-performance 
energies in two areas. First, candidates would probably benefit from an ori-
entation to classrooms as settings and as curriculum events. The main pur-
pose here would be to give prospective teachers a language to begin talking 
about the elements that will constitute their experiences as performers in 
these environments. It would also prepare them to understand the funda-
mental management dilemmas they will encounter as they move into class-
room practice. (Doyle & Carter, 2003, p. 135)

Similarly, duoethnographic conversations could be placed at one or two 
other crucial junctures of the program to prompt a more meaningful 
interpretation of coursework, field observations, or examination of how 
their own assumptions and skills have changed throughout the program. 
Some key developmental points, depending on the sequence and con-
tent of teacher preparation, might be after formal admission into the pro-
gram, before beginning field experiences or student teaching, or before or 
after student teaching. The activity could also be placed within individual 
courses that are likely to cause more personal or professional dissonance 
than others, such as those dealing with multicultural or diversity issues. 
Regardless of where the strategy is used, if the research cited earlier is 
accurate, it is most important that duoethnography be used several times 
throughout the program in order to align with the evolutionary, develop-
mental nature of changing teacher beliefs (Jacobs & Duhon-Sells, 1994; 
Stooksberry et al., 2009).

Fostering the Duoethnographic Context

In my own attempts at using duoethnography as a class activity I have 
come to see what other research has already established, that the climate 
in which such conversations take place is especially important. What 
that implies is that the environment in which the duoethnographies and 
follow-up discussions take place be safe and supportive. Beyond simple 
acceptance, the teacher educator should encourage and value the pre-
service teachers’ insights and opinions. There should be no attempts at 
indoctrination, even if there are some dispositions and practices we hope 
the future teachers to obtain (Baum & King, 2006; Stookesbury et al., 
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2009; Ünal, 2012). I believe the importance of environment was at play 
in the attempts at duoethnography described here.

There was a significant difference in climate between the small group 
of graduate preservice teachers in which there were no high stakes assess-
ments and a more leisurely class setting in which conversation took place 
naturally and more in the manner of peers than in a teacher–student dis-
cussion. In contrast, the class in which the undergraduate students did 
their duoethnography was larger in number, early in the morning, and 
was laden with high stakes entrance to program requirements mandated 
by the department. The pace was also more rushed given the number 
of topics and activities to be completed. All of those factors conspired 
to create an environment that discouraged prolonged discussion of the 
process and results of the conversation. Based on other comments by stu-
dents I am also sure that many students perceived the activity more as just 
another assignment than a reflective, developmental activity. Moreover, 
some noted the lack of consistent follow-up and meaningful use of the 
activity in class.

In the next iteration of duoethnography in my classes I believe the 
meaningfulness of the activity will be increased by making the activity 
more directed and interactive. This would mean making the duoethnog-
raphy less of a research method and more a purposeful reflective tool. 
I believe that the nine prompts used with the undergraduate made the 
conversation too interview-like and will opt for the fewer but more open- 
ended and sequential prompts used with the graduate group. Similarly, 
the progressive approach used with the graduate students allowed for a 
slower but more interactive approach in which both the teacher and peers 
could react to and see models of conversation from the other participants 
(Knowles & Holt-Reynolds, 1991). Moreover, spreading the process over 
a longer period of time helped me to evaluate my own practice more effec-
tively by giving me time to reflect on their responses, the progress of the 
duoethnography, and to share my own experiences with the method as a 
teaching tool for the preservice teachers (Baum & King, 2006).

Research on the relationship between life history and preservice con-
ceptions of teaching consistently shows that past experiences are power-
ful influences on preservice development and that “researchers, teacher 
educators and preservice teachers need more insights into these beliefs in 
order to understand developmental tasks, that various contexts play a role 
in shaping beliefs and images, and that articulation of initial understand-
ing is an important primary task” (Ebbs, 1997, p. 509). Duoethnography, 

 R. BREAULT



 81

with its combined emphasis on shared experiences, life history, and con-
textual knowing, could be uniquely qualified to accomplish each of those 
roles. It is important, though, that however it is used the duoethnography 
is not allowed to slide into yet another accreditation-driven benchmark or 
“key” assessment. What is needed now is more experimentation to deter-
mine the most meaningful way in which to use the process of duoethnog-
raphy pedagogically while maintaining the integrity of the method itself.
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As former teachers in the public sector, and, at present, teacher educators 
in a Faculty of Education, our past collaborative research was initiated 
through our genuine affinity for and love of teaching. Our casual discus-
sions centered on the ways in which we each approached our teaching 
practice. We shared how and why we chose the content we wanted to teach 
and how we delivered our respective programs, and we discussed models 
and innovative teaching strategies beyond the traditional. As a result of our 
discussions, for our subsequent research we decided to infuse our teaching 
practice with an innovation approach. At the instructional level in our fields 
of expertise, Hilary being a Primary/Junior/Intermediate Foundational 
Methods instructor and Joe an Intermediate/Senior Health and Physical 
Education (HPE) instructor, we chose to implement  duoethnography as 
a dialogic pedagogical tool and guide our teacher candidates through a 
deeply reflective process that interrogated both how methods students 
understood diversity and, second, how HPE students understood mental 
health. In short, we attempted to provide our teacher candidates with a 
tangible strategy to “get at” their understanding of diversity and mental 



health in a way that could potentially bring meaning to them personally, 
and, more importantly, make them learn how to negotiate their newly 
found understanding in their own teaching practice, with the recognition 
that all such knowledge are always “placeholders.”

In order to guide our readers through the process of implementing 
a new approach we begin our chapter with background information on 
duoethnography in connection to how we used it as a pedagogical tool. 
Immediately we follow with an overview of the guiding principles or 
tenets of duoethnography that we felt complemented the depth of reflec-
tion we were aiming for with our teacher candidates. In order to solidify 
that connection, next we juxtaposed duoethnography as a pedagogical 
tool to Dewey’s (1910/1933) notion of reflection as well as Larrivee’s 
(2009) four levels of reflection. This in turn is followed by an in-depth 
description of the course assignment. From this point we shift from theory 
to practice and in the next section share our individual experiences imple-
menting duoethnography as a pedagogical tool. We do so by honoring 
the voices of the teacher candidate as they began to think critically about 
themselves, their assumptions, and their teaching choices in direct rela-
tionship to undergoing a duoethnography. At the end of the chapter we 
come back together and share what we learned from our collaborative 
experiences.

Toward a SenSe of agency USing dUoeThnography

Since duoethnography “challenges and potentially disrupts the metanar-
rative of self at the personal level by questioning held beliefs” (Norris & 
Sawyer, 2012, p. 15), we believed adapting this new research methodol-
ogy and using it as a pedagogical tool that could also culminate as an 
assignment would evoke the critical and self-reflection necessary for the 
teacher candidates to experience the value in this beneficial lifelong skill.

Norris and Sawyer (2012) defined duoethnography as “a collabora-
tive research methodology in which two or more researchers of differ-
ence juxtapose their life histories to provide multiple understandings of 
the world—duoethnography embraces the belief that meanings can be 
and often are transformed through the research act” (p. 9). This research 
methodology offers a lens toward the exploration of an experienced phe-
nomenon and a concomitant study of the process through which individu-
als make meaning out a particular phenomenon (Norris & Sawyer, 2012). 
We were intrigued by its possible use as a pedagogical tool to explore both 
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diversity and mental health as the experienced phenomena with the hope 
of “gaining critical awareness of [the student’s] own narratives of experi-
ence through a dialogic process” (Norris & Sawyer, 2012, p. 3). Working 
with a critical partner, teacher candidates could uncover personal stories, 
memories, and experiences making explicit their assumptions, perspec-
tives, and beliefs relating to diversity and mental health (Norris & Sawyer, 
2012). We hoped that the employment of duoethnography as a peda-
gogical tool would lead teacher candidates to leave their teacher training 
with a greater sense of agency relating to both diversity and mental health 
instruction, while learning a unique way in which to support students. 
This exercise could also serve to lift the veil on teacher candidates’ pre-
conceived notions and existing judgments associated with the phenomena 
under study. Sawyer and Norris (2013) identified duoethnographies as 
“both a research process (form of data generation) and a research prod-
uct (dissemination)” (p.  77) and we envisioned it as both a pedagogi-
cal process (evocation and analysis of experience) and teacher education 
product (greater sense of agency in relation to diversity and mental health 
instruction and ways in which to support students). The guiding prin-
ciples or tenets of the duoethnographic process created a context for guid-
ing teacher candidates to become reflective practitioners at all four levels 
of reflection: surface, pedagogical, critical, and the self. Our aspiration was 
that the latter two levels would be where our teacher candidates would 
spend most of their time. A discussion of the tenets follows.

The gUiding principleS or TeneTS 
of dUoeThnography

Norris and Sawyer (2012) list a growing number of emergent tenets 
(eight focused upon here) that make the duoethnographic process “dis-
tinct and strong” (p. 24). The first tenet draws on Pinar’s (2004) notion 
of currere where the duoethnographer’s life embodies a living, breath-
ing curriculum. Our life histories become the site of the research. Within 
our personal curriculum we become engaged with ourselves through the 
other as we interrogate our past in light of the present with hope to trans-
form our future. Second, duoethnographies are polyvocal and dialogic, 
meaning the voice of each participant is made explicit during the research 
process which leads to the third tenet of disrupting the metanarrative. 
The juxtaposition of the two stories or living curricula the duoethnogra-
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phers have disclosed has an inherent third space (Bhabha, 1994) where the 
stories can potentially be restoried. This can only occur if the fourth tenet 
is present and that is when differences between the two participants have 
been clearly articulated. When differences are present this gives the duo-
ethnographers an opportunity to question “meanings held about the past 
and invite reconceptualization” (Norris & Sawyer, 2012, p.  24) which 
is the fifth tenet. The sixth and seventh tenets flow from the notion that 
reconceptualization is necessary and that “universal truths are not sought” 
(p. 24) and that this reconceptualization is a “form of praxis where theory 
and practice converse” (p.  24). The final tenet, at the time of writing, 
reflects the negotiated space one enters when undergoing a duoethnog-
raphy and the ethical stance which requires participants to be deliberately 
vigilant. These eight tenets are the guiding principles and dispositions that 
duoethnographers strive to adhere to in their research. They created a 
perfect fit for what we were attempting to achieve with our students and 
ourselves. Since our goal was to develop a practice that disrupts the status 
quo at the level of the teacher educator as well as of the teacher candidate, 
the seed took root for us to implement duoethnography as a pedagogical 
tool so that our students could have an opportunity to unearth any under-
lying prejudices they may hold while we do the same.

dUoeThnography aS a pedagogical Tool ThaT 
encoUrageS deep reflecTion

We adapted duoethnography as a research method and applied it as a ped-
agogical tool in the form of an instructional strategy where we had each 
teacher candidate explore, in conversation with another teacher candidate, 
the autobiographical and cultural events and influences that have shaped 
their beliefs, personality, and decisions (the implementation process within 
our own courses will be described later in the chapter within our indi-
vidual stories). Within the duoethnographic experience, two texts were 
juxtaposed in order to create a new hybrid text residing within an interac-
tive third space (Norris & Sawyer, 2012). The intention for creating this 
third space (Bhabha, 1994) was for the partners to challenge each other 
“to reflect on their own life in a deeper, more relational, and authentic 
manner” (Norris & Sawyer, 2012, p. 10). Hence, reflection is at the heart 
of the duoethnographic process.
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reflecTion

John Dewey (1910/1933) explored the concept of reflection. He 
considered it to be “an active and deliberative cognitive process which 
involves sequences of interconnected ideas that take into account underly-
ing beliefs and knowledge” (Pedro, 2006, p. 130). He contrasted reflec-
tive thinking with “habits of thought that are unsystematic, lack evidence, 
rely on mistaken beliefs or assumptions, or mindlessly conform to tradi-
tion and authority” (Larrivee & Cooper, 2006, p. 2). With this in mind 
the process of the duoethnographic assignment is in direct alignment with 
Dewey’s notion of what it means to be reflective. Dewey also believed that 
teachers who strive to be reflective share three common characteristics. 
First, they are open-minded and are willing to listen to more than one 
side of an issue, and give attention to alternative views. Second, reflective 
teachers are responsible and carefully consider the consequences of their 
actions, and, finally, they are wholehearted, meaning they are committed 
to seek every opportunity to learn (Dewey). These are the quintessential 
traits we wanted our teacher candidates to embrace when in conversa-
tion with their duoethnographic partner. The traits are in direct align-
ment with the tenets of the duoethnographic process. For example, being 
open-minded and willing to listen corresponds to the tenet of allowing 
the voice of each participant to be made explicit. In addition, being will-
ing to listen to more than one side of an issue and giving attention to 
alternate views is consistent with the duoethnographic tenet that affirms 
the intention that the metanarrative will be disrupted. Our hope was that 
if our teacher candidates experienced an approach that required them to 
be open-minded, responsible, and wholehearted when in an explicit con-
versation with a classmate focused on a topic such as diversity and/or 
mental health, that if successful it could potentially “form the basis for 
not only considering alternatives, but also for taking action to continu-
ously improve [his/her] practice throughout [his/her] teaching career” 
(Larrivee & Cooper, 2006, p.  2). Our desire for teacher candidates to 
take action further addresses the tenet that invites the duoethnographic 
partners to reconceptualize their present understanding of an issue in light 
of their partner’s dialogic  provocation. At the same time it gets at the 
notion that theory and practice need to come together for change to occur 
which is also a tenet of duoethnography. This level of engagement requires 
the participants to be willing to move from a surface and/or pedagogical 
reflection into a deeper level which encompasses both critical and self-
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reflection. In their duoethnographic partnerships, the negotiated space 
shaped by the ethical stance the partners arrived at infused by the inher-
ent dialogic process (also tenets of duoethnography) encourages a deeper 
level of reflection than one person may arrive at on his/her own. In light 
of the connection between Dewey’s notion of reflection and the tenets of 
duoethnography, we anticipated that the duoethnographic process could 
potentially guide teacher candidates into this depth of reflection.

Critical and Self-reflection

There are multiple levels of reflection. Larrivee (2009) presents a con-
tinuum of reflection from the simplest level, surface reflection, followed by 
pedagogical reflection proceeding to the higher-order levels of reflection 
of critical and self-reflection. Surface reflections tend to focus on what is 
working and what is not working in order to maintain order with little 
consideration of the value of these tasks. Pedagogical reflection tends to 
focus on the theory/practice divide: What teachers say they do in practice 
in relation to what they actually do in the classroom. Critical and self- 
reflection are considered higher-order levels due to the fact that one’s 
biases, assumptions, values, as well as the consideration of the ethical 
implications of one’s actions are brought to the surface in order to be 
interrogated, questioned, and challenged. Even though we taught all four 
levels of reflection our vision was to have our teacher candidates delve 
into forms of both critical and self-reflection. We did this by promoting 
an environment where awareness beyond the immediate was not only fos-
tered but also encouraged as a normative function for a teacher candidate 
to possess. Through the duoethnographic project we guided our teacher 
candidates into these spaces and encouraged them to confront aspects 
of themselves that they perhaps had not considered before. We did this 
through the promotion of critical and self-reflection.

Critical reflection is the process by which people identify the assump-
tions governing their actions, locate the historical and cultural origins of 
the assumptions, question the meaning of assumptions, and develop alter-
nate ways of acting (Cranton, 1996). At this level of reflection “teachers 
reflect on the moral and ethical implications and consequences of classroom 
practices on students.” They “extend their considerations to issues beyond 
the classroom to include democratic ideals” (Larrivee & Cooper, 2006, 
p. 12). Through the process of critical reflection people come to interpret 
and create new knowledge and actions from their lived experiences. The 
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intention is that they will change as a result of their newfound knowledge. 
Self-reflection on the other hand presumes that understanding oneself 
is a prerequisite to understanding others. It focuses on “examining how 
one’s beliefs and values, expectations and assumptions, family imprinting, 
and cultural conditioning impact students and their learning” (Larrivee & 
Cooper, 2006, p. 13). While immersed in the duoethnographic process 
the teacher candidates needed to move between being critically reflective 
and self-reflective which allowed the creation of an interactive third space 
to open up where hybrid knowledge and understanding were enacted. 
Through this experience we hoped our teacher candidates would come to 
a better understanding of self in relation to diversity and mental health, 
and in turn find a way to disrupt teaching practices that were incongruent 
to their ontology and/or epistemology. Before we share the outline of the 
assignment some background information on duoethnography will help 
situate our study.

dUoeThnography aS pedagogical Tool and final 
coUrSe aSSignmenT

We adapted Rick Breault’s (2012) duoethnography assignment to suit the 
topics of diversity and mental health issues. The following steps were both 
outlined in print and shared orally in our respective classes each week over 
the course of four class sessions. This is an abridged version.

• Part 1: Initial Conversation (week 1–2)

 1. Find a conversation partner. Ideally, you should find someone with 
whom you share some important characteristic but someone who is 
also different from you in some significant way.

 2. Devote one hour to a conversation about diversity/mental health. 
Record the conversation.

 3. Transcribe the conversation. Take notes on what you think were 
important insights into your own teaching.

• Part 2: Summarizing the Conversation (week 2–3)

 1. Write a summary of your own experiences as a student as it relates to 
diversity/mental health.
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 2. Write a similar summary for your conversation partner. This 
description will be your interpretation of what you heard in the 
conversation.

 3. Be prepared to share your descriptions with each other and discuss 
how accurate and consistent your interpretations seem to be. Did 
you hear each other as you heard yourselves or as you intended to be 
heard by the other person?

• Part 3: Searching Stories (week 4)

After you have shared your interpretations, you need to search your 
stories for the impact they are having on your present preparation as a 
teacher and your future effectiveness in the classroom.

diSTilling meaning from oUr experienceS 
wiTh dUoeThnography

In this section, we share our efforts to challenge the status quo—in this 
case, teacher candidates’ biases, assumptions, and beliefs through dia-
logic explorations using duoethnography. First, we present each of our 
stories and, then, conclude with our shared and individual perspectives 
derived out of our interpretations of our learning about teaching using 
duoethnography.

gUiding TeacherS To Become criTically reflecTive 
(hilary)

There are two main beliefs I have come to realize about my teaching and 
learning practice. First, I teach to disrupt the status quo that exists in edu-
cation today specifically accountability and standardization whereby trans-
mission of knowledge through testing has become the foci. In contrast, I 
choose to teach from a position of responsibility instead of accountabil-
ity employing a holistic approach where balance, inclusion, and connec-
tion (Miller, 2007) are central features of my practice. “Responsibility and 
accountability point in different directions. We are accountable to a super-
visor, someone above us in the hierarchy, but we are responsible for those 
below us, [hence] a sense of responsibility in teaching pushes us constantly 
to think about and promote the best interests of our students” (Noddings, 
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2012, p. 206). The notion of promoting the best interests of our teacher 
candidates leads me to the second theme I have come to realize about my 
teaching and learning practice, attending to the Other.

The Other is most often represented by “colonized, historically mar-
ginalized and oppressed groups” which fall under the “broad categories 
of non-Western, third world, developing, underdeveloped, First Nations, 
indigenous peoples, third world women, African American women and so 
on” (Chilisa, 2012, pp. 1–2). My worldview most definitely includes these 
broad categories but I also include people who have diverse learning needs 
in terms of learning styles, formal learning identifications, and physical 
disabilities, people whose socio-economic status is below the poverty line, 
people with mental health issues, and English language learners to name 
a few. I also teach acutely aware of language I use and the stories I share 
that highlight sexual orientation, gender issues, religion, ethnicity, and so 
forth.

Teaching to disrupt the status quo and honor the Other often chal-
lenges the assumptions of teacher candidates. With this in mind, it is 
important to note that I am open to having my preconceptions about 
teaching and learning challenged and disrupted at the same time as the 
teacher candidates. When I invited the teacher candidates to have a con-
versation with someone of difference during the duoethnography project 
they found themselves in unfamiliar territory. Simultaneously, I was work-
ing within unfamiliar territory since I had never attempted to implement 
duoethnography as an instructional strategy. As a result I viewed both the 
teacher candidates and myself as collaborators working through a disori-
enting dilemma where we were all experiencing feelings of discontent, 
restlessness, and insecurity but in slightly different ways.

Why Diversity?

I teach concurrent education teacher candidates in their fifth and final 
B.Ed. year. As a result of learning educational theory together as a cohort, 
a distinct group of learners with specific needs is organically shaped. The 
duoethnography assignment was developed both to evoke deep reflection 
and to challenge the teacher candidate’s assumptions. I chose the topic 
of diversity for both theoretical and practical reasons. Theoretically, it was 
my hope that the consensus perspective would be challenged. In a con-
sensus perspective education is seen as a means of providing skills training 
and knowledge transfer as well as basic societal values. The problem with 
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the consensus perspective is that there is a refusal to acknowledge schools 
as sites where intergroup and class distinctions are reproduced or as are-
nas that do not serve the interest of less privileged members of society. 
Through an interrogative perspective, however, specifically critical theory, 
understanding the intersections of class, power, and privilege is critical 
to understanding how schools carry out their mandate and more specifi-
cally the role teachers play in that mandate. Second, duoethnography is 
a practical pedagogical tool that brings to the surface how class, power, 
and privilege underscore our actions. The juxtaposition of dialogic stories 
framed around the theoretical concept of diversity was a way to discover 
the teacher candidate’s initial understanding of diversity. My hope was 
that this process would lead to a practical resolution whereby participants 
would become aware of their assumptions, biases, values, and beliefs and 
throughout the process negotiate with themselves how they were going to 
transform their preconceived notions in order to challenge the consensus 
perspective that drives education today.

My Experience with Duoethnography

I headed into this assignment with an optimistic mindset. I believed the 
topic of diversity was current, relevant, and interesting. I thought the con-
current students were going to immediately embrace this pedagogical tool 
and enjoy the process of deconstructing the concept diversity through 
critical and self-reflection. However, three challenges quickly emerged. 
First, even though I was aware that students took a course on diversity in 
their second year, I did not foresee that many students would come into 
the duoethnographic assignment believing they already knew everything 
there was to know about diversity. Second, I did not anticipate that they 
would resist talking to someone they did not know well. Finally, during the 
first session, in spite of the fact that the majority of students did find a con-
versational partner “who was different from him/her in some significant 
way,” what emerged was that the Concurrent Program itself encouraged 
students to think the same way. One pair of students used the metaphor of 
the “funnel” to describe their experience in concurrent education. They 
determined that their backgrounds were fundamentally different but that 
the past four years had shaped their worldview and funneled their experi-
ences through the philosophical underpinning of constructivism which 
encouraged them to adopt the same educational lens. My optimism was 

94 H. BROWN AND J. BARRETT



temporarily deflated but I persevered with my belief that we can all learn 
something even if the experience was not positive.

After the initial conversation, teacher candidates moved through the 
phases of the assignment from engaging in the accuracy and consistency of 
their partner’s interpretations in comparison to their own interpretations, 
to the final phase where they distilled meaning from their reconstructed 
personal stories. In this phase they had the option to create their final 
piece through any mode that met their individual learning style. Some 
examples were poetry, short story, children’s story, a formal paper, paint-
ing, collage, dance, digital media, sculpture, and so forth. The students 
chose a modality that brought meaning to their story while at the same 
time reflecting upon their future teaching and learning practice.

With Research and Ethics Board (REB) clearance granted at the con-
clusion of the assignment, I invited all 115 students to participate in a 
study sharing their duoethnographic experience. I inquired into whether 
they would allow me to use their course feedback form as well as their final 
duoethnography assignment as data. One hundred and four students con-
sented, 8 declined, and 3 were absent when the invitation was extended. I 
was surprised by the number of students who allowed me to use their work 
as data since many students were initially irritated by the topic, the process 
of the assignment, as well as partnering with someone they did not know 
well. One student wrote:

In the beginning I really didn’t see the point of doing the assignment prob-
ably because I didn’t know what I was supposed to do in the first place. 
After we got further into the assignment, I started to appreciate it and got 
to know a little bit about others, though it was a little awkward.

Another student mentioned that she “found this activity challenging at 
first because it was hard to open up with someone I had never met.” This 
was a consistent theme throughout the data. However, some did embrace 
the opportunity:

I found it very interesting how I was paired with someone I barely knew and 
our lived experiences were also different but our beliefs were very similar. I 
believe I have experienced some personal professional growth through small 
group discussions. It made me realize how important and useful collabora-
tion among colleagues is!
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Another theme that emerged was the process of reflection itself. Having 
an opportunity to reflect authentically at the level of self-reflection was 
new for a number of teacher candidates: “I learned how to dig deeper in 
my reflections—something I have always struggled with because I usually 
never go beyond the surface.” Another woman stated, “Once I started 
doing the assignment I didn’t realize how deep and personal it got for me. 
In the end I learned more about myself and my beliefs through this reflec-
tion.” Being invited into a conversation with an unfamiliar partner moved 
the majority of the students out of their comfort zone. However, through 
the dialogic process they were respectfully encouraged to tap into their 
own living, breathing curriculum and use their life histories to examine 
why they believe what they believe. This example illustrates the depth of 
the first tenet whereby understanding the past can assist a person in trans-
forming his/her future. Some students, however, commented on how 
trivial the first conversation was: “I found it difficult to have a deep con-
versation as most people were too polite or politically correct.” However, 
she went on to offer suggestion for future improvement, “perhaps starting 
earlier to get used to your partner or allow us to switch and get multiple 
perspectives would improve this.” Not all duoethnographic partnerships 
developed a healthy and trusting negotiated space as one of the tenets 
dictates, but perhaps starting earlier as this participant suggested will alle-
viate this concern. Finally, a consistent theme that emerged was that on 
the one hand the duoethnography lacked structure and explicit direction, 
which they found frustrating, yet, on the other hand, many participants 
concluded that feeling disoriented was worth it.

I feel that this assignment could have been better explained. I understand 
that you did not want us to feel pushed into a certain direction. However, 
a little direction with clear instructions would have made this process more 
enjoyable for me. The duo project was an interesting task. When I got to 
the end, I began to understand how this could help me. I have had some 
difficult moments during this class. I feel that it helped me grow as a person. 
I have learned to adapt to situations that I am uncomfortable in. I have also 
learned to interact with differing teaching styles and philosophies.

Another woman stated that:

At first it was uncomfortable to have vague(ish) instructions on assignments 
because I like direction. However, I think this strategy and the way you 
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teach is actually how we should be taught (it got easier with time!) I hope to 
use this approach with my students—it definitely takes a confident teacher.

Both teacher candidates took away from the experience what they needed. 
This result is in alignment with the tenet that reconceptualization is neces-
sary and both can and should move theory into conversation with prac-
tice. For me this was a win/win situation as both participants have grown 
in their own respective ways through the authentic implementation of a 
constructivist approach and one participant mentioned that she would be 
implementing this approach with her own students. Having an innovative 
pedagogical tool modeled created a disorienting dilemma. One woman 
summarized it in this manner:

Your instructional strategy definitely took on the philosophy of constructiv-
ism as you fulfilled the role as guide in learning allowing us to take our own 
path in self-discovery and understanding. While I enjoy this strategy I could 
see the others were uncomfortable with this needing more structure. Like a 
classroom for my own students I think balance needs to be attained to allow 
all students to profit. The assignment was inventive and allowed those with 
good communicative skills to practice them but again this project (decon-
structing diversity) has been over exercised.

The duoethnography assignment was not appreciated by a small percent-
age of the teacher candidates. One person wrote: “I did not feel the assign-
ment was helpful in my growth. I felt the assignment was more of a time 
filler. Over the past 5 years we have talked about diversity so much and my 
opinions have not changed.” This person did not come to a place where 
he wanted to reconceptualize his position on diversity. What became very 
clear as I read through the data was that no matter how hard I tried to 
meet the Concurrent students’ unique learning needs, not all the teacher 
candidates transformed as a result of undergoing a duoethnography.

However, that being said, using duoethnography as a pedagogical tool 
definitely challenged the status quo and triggered many teacher candidates 
to think about their own biases and how they play out in their teach-
ing practice. A range of responses were expressed from simply uncovering 
one’s biases—combining with another person to discuss diversity helped me to 
uncover more biases that I had, which led to potentially acting upon those 
biases: I am more aware of the choices I am making as a teacher as well as the 
biases and beliefs I have as a person that I take into my teaching.
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A deeper reflection illuminated how biases affect one’s teaching:

What was so powerful for me was that through the discussion I recognized 
some of my biases in relation to diversity AND the reasons I have developed 
those biases. I learned a lot about the environment I have grown up in how 
it influenced me and how I can change it. I feel I did experience growth 
through this course. It allowed me to reflect on my [teaching] block and 
what I did and why. I also learned a lot through other’s experiences. I also 
feel I learned through the duoethnography: I learned about myself and my 
beliefs.

In the end some teacher candidates did arrive at a deeper understanding 
of diversity itself:

The duo assignment actually encouraged me to self-reflect and express 
myself and explore these biases that I hold and whether I actually under-
stood what diversity meant. At first I thought it would be simple to define 
the term diversity: however, it wasn’t until the end of the activity I realized 
the complexity of the term and it was a challenge to define.

This type of response illustrates that the living curricula the duo partners 
disclosed did create a third space where their stories could potentially be 
restoried, where meanings from the past were challenged and space for 
reconceptualization could potentially occur. This was what I was hoping 
for when implementing this assignment with my teacher candidates. This 
fulfills yet another tenet behind the principles that guide duoethnography. 
Throughout the data analysis phase it became clear that the teacher can-
didates were pushed out of their comfort zone when faced with the task 
of deep reflection.

This type of interrogative assignment has established that as a teacher I 
have a choice of how I want to approach my teaching and learning practice 
simultaneously with my teacher candidates. By using duoethnography as 
a pedagogical tool I took a risk by inviting my teacher candidates to take 
an ethical stance and within a partnered negotiated space expose their 
vulnerabilities around the topic of diversity. They in turn either accepted 
or turned down the invitation to openly engage within the negotiated 
space. However, ultimately what became a central point of interest were 
my teacher candidates’ future students. With them in mind I asked myself 
these questions. Do I want my teacher candidates to enter this profession 
with an open mind willing to listen to more than one side of an issue and 
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give attention to alternative views? Do I want my teacher candidates to 
carefully consider the choices of their actions by interrogating their biases? 
And, finally, do I want them to remain wholehearted, committed to see 
every opportunity to learn? “Yes” is the unequivocal answer to all three 
questions. I know I strive to embody all three characteristics that are com-
mon to reflective teachers. But most importantly what I learned from the 
wide-ranging responses I received from the teacher candidates was that for 
the majority they, too, embody all three characteristics. What they need 
is to be continually pushed into uncomfortable spaces and learn in those 
moments that this is where meaningful knowledge is generated and, in 
turn, I will continue to push myself into those spaces as well.

Exploring Teacher Candidates’ Notions of Mental Health (Joe)

As a new tenure track faculty member responsible for physical and health 
education teacher education (PHETE), I came to the faculty with a desire 
to provide co-constructed student-centered PHETE training. As with the 
experiences of Bullock and Christou (2009), Kitchen (2005), and Ritter 
(2007), I was entering into this phase of my teacher education career as a 
novice teacher educator and I approached this new direction with trepida-
tion. In the midst of my developing pedagogy of PHETE, I was struggling 
with how to meaningfully situate the teaching of mental health education 
within my program. I knew I had a moral obligation to help teacher can-
didates find ways, in their teaching, to address the needs of students in the 
face of the emerging mental health challenges faced by children and youth 
in Canadian schools (Mental Health Commission of Canada, 2012).

Initially, my mental health education pedagogy largely focused on 
transmission of knowledge. This did not satisfy my overwhelming desire 
to help teacher candidates prepare for their teaching of and dealings with 
the estimated 1  in 5 Canadians under the age of 17 experiencing dis-
tress and impairment of function resulting from a mental health disorder 
(Waddell & Sheppard, 2002). In place of an innovative and student- 
centered pedagogy, I found myself enacting a pedagogy of PHETE where 
I used direct instruction to teach the signs, symptoms, and etiology of 
mental health while struggling with the contradiction between content, 
process of teaching, and desired learning outcomes (Russell, 2012). I was 
failing my students in this component of their PHETE training and I 
needed to change my practice.
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The impetus for change was derived out of the review of my course 
evaluations. One evening while reading course evaluations I turned on 
the television and found myself passively interested in a program which 
featured an interview with Professor Temple Grandin from Colorado State 
University. She is a leading animal sciences professor and autism advocate. 
As the interview progressed, my passive interest gradually shifted toward 
active engagement and fascination with her message. In the interview, she 
clearly and concisely shared her perspectives on her own life’s work and 
its impact on society. After years of struggle in mainstream society, it was 
evident that she knew who she was and, equally important, she knew how 
she had arrived at a clear conception of self—she was clear in her derived 
realizations about her life experiences and impact of those experiences on 
her life’s work.

As the interview concluded, I picked up the course evaluations and read 
through teacher candidates’ reflections on their PHETE training. I found 
numerous expressions of concern regarding preparedness relating to the 
teaching of mental health education in schools. One teacher candidate 
indicated:

I thought mental health was very much looked at as a stigma in society and 
was swept under the rug because it was not something that should ever be 
talked about. If you have a mental illness you have a problem. I believed that 
the teaching of mental health was very much ignored and feared by many 
teachers. I feel this correlates with the lack of education I have had on the 
topic. I never had any sort of discussion on mental health in either elemen-
tary school or high school, and I have discussed it very minimally in univer-
sity. I feel as though even with our teacher’s college training we receive little 
or no support on how to deal with mental illness in the classroom or even 
discuss what it really is and what it means.

I realized that my current course structure was leaving teacher candidates 
to deal with a disconnection that would neither be remedied nor addressed 
prior to the conclusion of their PHETE training. They were left on their 
own to confront a rather narrow and reactive view toward student men-
tal health. I found myself interpreting the teacher candidate reflections 
with a lens toward improving teacher candidates’ sense of agency with 
mental health education and student support (Marcel, 2003). I chose to 
operationalize a sense of agency, from a teacher education standpoint, as a 
teacher candidates’ ability to take action, be effective, understand his/her 
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conception of self, and demonstrate competence utilizing co-constructed 
student-centered pedagogy. In the face of stigmas attached to mental ill-
ness and the lack of awareness of how to recognize and support students 
with mental health challenges (Barrett & Dewar, n.d.; Gowers et al., 2004; 
Walter, Gouze, & Lim, 2006) some of my students were not embarking 
on a teaching career able to interpret their roles and responsibilities associ-
ated with student mental health education. This teacher candidate wrote:

Mental health. What a loaded term. When I think of mental health I am 
immediately drawn to personal family experiences and I often become 
somewhat emotional or angry when thinking about it. Because I do not suf-
fer from a mental health issue, it is very hard for me to try to put myself in 
student’s shoe that has a mental illness. I am an extremely black and white 
person and I find it hard to relate to people that suffer from mental health 
issues.

That evening I became consumed with the notion that I could do some-
thing more to ensure a sense of agency that would lead to the enactment 
of (a) teaching of mental health education curricula, (b) supporting of 
student mental health and wellness, and (c) fostering of nurturing learning 
environment for all students. I found myself enveloped and painfully self- 
aware of this nodal moment (Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001). I was moving 
between feelings of helplessness, fascination, and a desire to better under-
stand or explore how I might help my students achieve a sense of agency 
with mental health education instruction and student support. Inspired 
by Dr. Grandin and the honesty present in my students’ course evalua-
tion statements, I made the decision to have my future teacher candidates 
begin with an exploration of their own journey and experiences with men-
tal health. According to Grandin (2011), “The best thing a parent of a 
newly diagnosed (autistic) child can do is to watch their child, without 
preconceived notions or judgments, and learn how the child functions, 
acts, and reacts to his or her own world” (p. 5).

Dr. Grandin’s words would serve as a metaphor for my learning to 
teach PHETE teacher candidates about how to explore their own notions, 
underlying prejudices, and understandings of mental health using duo-
ethnography. While traditionally defined as a research methodology, I 
believed that duoethnography as a pedagogical tool could provide teacher 
candidates with an approach to the juxtaposition of life stories and his-
tories in relation to mental health (Norris & Sawyer, 2012). I was also 
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hoping that through teacher candidates’ duoethnographic explorations of 
mental health that they would help each other find their way to reconcep-
tualized and transformed notions of mental health education teaching and 
support of students afflicted by mental health disorders.

In the Beginning There Was Reflection

In preparation for our duoethnographic exploration of mental health, I 
turned to an existing body of work which identified a clear and evidence- 
based need to help teacher candidates address personal biography, their 
existing beliefs, values, and intentions derived from their own personal 
experiences, where failing to do so may lead to a rejection of messages and 
lessons learned through PHETE experiences (Matanin & Collier, 2003; 
Morgan, 2008; Placek et al., 1995). I kept coming back to the experiences 
of Dr. Grandin. Through her life struggles, the process that she had moved 
through was evolutionary and at its root reflective. I, then, considered the 
work of Lyons (1998) who offered, “the development of reflection is con-
sidered not simply as change, but as the evolution and integration of more 
complex ways (or processes) of engaging in critical examination of one’s 
teaching practices” (p. 115). I felt strongly that the core tenets of duoeth-
nography could provide the theoretical underpinnings necessary for me to 
help to develop a reflective student-centered experience that emphasized a 
“reconstruction or reorganization of experience which adds to the mean-
ing of experience, and which increases [one’s] ability to direct the course 
of the subsequent experience” (Dewey, 1944, p. 74). I, like Hilary, had 
no prior experience with the implementation of duoethnography as a part 
of my pedagogy of PHETE. I leaned into the uncertainty, with my stu-
dents. Together, we confronted both a challenging topic, mental health, 
and the challenge of using duoethnography processes in teacher education 
practice.

Teacher Candidates as Duoethnographers

PHETE candidates began a duoethnographic assignment after they had 
completed one of their three scheduled practicum placements. Before 
introducing the assignment, I wanted them to have had a field experi-
ence in K-12 schools that would offer a reference point for the realities 
faced by current secondary students in an HPE context. When introduc-
ing the assignment, teacher candidates were asked to find a partner and be 
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prepared to share with their colleagues how and why the two individuals 
comprising the dyad were fundamentally different. Initially, there was a 
flurry of questions. What do you mean by different? How different do we 
have to be? Do we have to be different in a certain number of ways?

I decided against providing any further guidance and I encouraged 
them to go into the exercise free of any external constraints that I might 
place on the exercise. I watched as teacher candidates moved freely 
through the room engaging in sometimes brief and other times extended 
conversations. From this initial exercise, teacher candidates were creating 
their “duo” that would provide the context for their exploration of mental 
health. As the facilitator of learning in this early phase of the duoethno-
graphic exploration, I was pleasantly surprised by the thoughtfulness and 
understandings about what made each individual in the “duo” fundamen-
tally different. In most instances, the differences were deep and layered 
taking into account, demographic factors, interests, and epistemological 
differences. Free of my constraints, they engaged and were ready to learn 
where this initial exercise might take them. I introduced the teacher can-
didates to the methodology of duoethnography as previously outlined in 
this chapter.

At the conclusion of this exploration of duoethnography as pedagogy, I 
was drawn back to the words of Bullough and Pinnegar (2001) position-
ing that the “self-study researcher has an ineluctable obligation to seek 
to improve the learning situation not only for the self but for the other” 
(p. 17). Was I able to improve PHETE candidates’ sense of agency relat-
ing to mental health through the use of a duoethnography as a pedagogi-
cal tool? All 22 of my PHETE candidates provided consent for the use 
of their completed assignments and course feedback forms as data. The 
data collected were analyzed using line-by-line open coding to determine 
emerging themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). After the entire data set was 
reviewed multiple times, the responses were categorized into emergent 
themes. Although not the main focus of the study, the student data were 
included to underpin and inform my learning to teach PHETE teacher 
candidates about how to explore their own notions, underlying prejudices, 
and understandings of mental health using duoethnography. Specifically, 
PHETE candidates’ dialogues were included to elucidate (a) the perceived 
value, if any, PHETE candidates placed on the use of duoethnography as 
a pedagogical tool, and (b) the extent to which the assignment impacted 
their sense of agency relating to mental health instruction and support. 
With respect to the process, one student wrote:
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Overall, I really enjoyed the whole assignment. Working with a partner in a 
safe environment really allowed me to open up about past experiences.

Another student offered:

Duoethnography and my partner made me more aware of how my views 
and perceptions are interpreted by others … it was scary. Everyone has their 
own story but rarely are we provided with an opportunity to analyze how 
those stories influence our behaviours.

Core to the tenets, some of my teacher candidates were able to share 
freely and safely, “recalling meaningful events and reading personal beliefs 
within a playful yet disciplined dialogic frame—part of the currere and 
subsequently the duoethnography” (Sawyer & Norris, 2013, p.15).

Teacher candidates also noted that they could see themselves using this 
instructional approach with their own secondary students:

I learned so much about myself. I will most likely use this strategy with my 
own secondary students.

This practice-focused sentiment was echoed by a peer who noted:

I see tremendous value in its use in school settings. I can see this being a 
valuable tool to use for in-service teacher training. Many of the teachers I 
worked with on practicum would benefit from an exploration of their biases, 
and perspectives in a low pressure conversational manner.

Finally, one candidate shared the following:

Using duoethnography to explore this topic could help secondary students 
see that there are others who have the same kinds of thoughts about life, 
stress, and health. Using something like this could better equip students to 
emotionally handle the ups and downs in life and continue on. If you were 
doing this again, I would suggest you create large duo groupings so that we 
can hear more from others. Keep the process the same but allow me to pair 
up with more of my colleagues. I would have benefited from reflecting upon 
multiple perspectives.

Using duoethnography resulted in a bridging of theory and practice for 
many of the teacher candidates—an unexpected, yet, desirable outcome. 
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Teacher candidates reported on ways in which duoethnography could (a) 
be improved, (b) support student learning and, (b) support in-service 
teacher professional development. Grounded on the tenets, our duoeth-
nography design led to a teacher candidates’ recognition that “its value 
and meaning are found in its contribution to the improvement of life 
experience” (Sawyer & Norris, 2013, p.33).

Finally, I also wanted to determine whether PHETE candidates’ sense 
of agency relating to mental health instruction and student support were 
impacted through the use of this duoethnographic exploration of mental 
health. One student wrote:

When I am confused and unsure about something (mental illness) I am 
more likely to pretend it isn’t there. If I don’t know how to handle a situ-
ation I am very unlikely to enter it as I would fear doing the wrong thing. 
This could be detrimental in the classroom, as something will need to be 
done for these students with mental illness. I will get to know my students 
on a more personal level and therefore am more likely to be the one they 
will go to when wanting to discuss these issues. I therefore need to be ready 
and not just push them aside or pawn them off on someone else because I 
now recognize that I might be the only person they feel comfortable talk-
ing with.

Nine of the 22 PHETE candidates made specific reference to growth and 
change in perspective. One PHETE candidate stated:

Overall, this activity has really helped me grow as an educator. I’ve never 
really taken the time to sit down and review how I feel about mental ill-
ness. It has allowed me to point out my biases and taught me that I need 
to change if I truly want to be an effective teacher for my students. I have 
discovered that I not only lack education about the topic but also lack real 
world exposure to those suffering from mental illness. This activity has 
taught me that I need to be more aware of my students’ feelings and change 
my own beliefs about mental illness in order to better serve my students.

Another student shared the following:

To be honest this exercise has been completely eye opening for me. I did 
not realize how much my personal family life has had an impact on how I 
feel about mental health. I feel as though I have a lot of bias when it comes 
to mental health because I have watched two different people that I love go 
through it.
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In a similar fashion to Hilary’s students, self-reflexive engagement led to 
the creation of a third space and more importantly, for many, led to change. 
True to the tenets, many were able to find their way to safe and comfort-
able conversational spaces despite their differences. In those experiences, 
it was evident that teacher candidates were engaging in communal yet 
critical conversations with a focus on the self through the “other” decon-
structing meanings held in their own past and still inviting reconstruc-
tion of meaning and stories (Sawyer & Norris, 2013). As in the case of 
Hilary’s students, some partnerships could not overcome their differences 
and, as a result, were frustrated with the assignment openly questioning 
the purpose and value associated with the exploration. I left the assign-
ment questioning on two fronts. First, were the differences between the 
candidates acting as barriers to their engagement in currere, a core tenet 
underpinning their duoethnography? And last, were those frustrated with 
the process “ready” for an immersive self-reflexive and dialogic explora-
tion centered around a challenging topic such as mental health? I would 
suggest that despite the challenges faced in the present exploration, the 
value associated with the exposure and experience still needs to be realized 
and this may require further study by teacher education faculty choos-
ing to utilize duoethnography as a pedagogical tool in teacher education 
practice.

conclUSion

During our collaborative research project, our discussions consistently 
arrived at the same intersection and that is our communal commitment 
to providing the best teaching and learning practice possible. Keeping in 
mind that in the academy one’s teaching practice is generally not as well 
respected as one’s research agenda, this reality added an unwavering ten-
sion in our ongoing dialogue. As a result of our ontological as well as 
epistemological commitment to teaching and learning, we were both will-
ing to take risks to continually improve our practice. As teacher educators 
we find it necessary to continue to hone our craft so that our teacher can-
didates experience best practices in action. It is our hope that they, too, 
will embrace the notion of how important it is to take risks by trying new 
techniques in their own classrooms. In our roles as teacher educators this 
collaborative study helped us to name what we attempt to do every time 
we step into a classroom. By naming ourselves as risk takers we acknowl-
edge that this path is not for everyone but leading our teacher candidates 
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through a disorienting dilemma was the only plausible way to get at these 
important issues that are pervasive in teacher education today.

Our duoethnographic explorations have provided us with a way to 
support one another through the implementation of a new pedagogical 
tool in order to improve our teaching and learning practice. Implicit in 
our ambition to improve our teaching and learning practice is the notion 
that this will also promote the same ambition in our teacher candidates. 
Throughout the implementation of the duoethnography assignment, 
many teacher candidates began to question their assumptions which 
invited them to move to the level of self-reflection. This reaches to the 
heart of teaching and learning when one is able to examine how one’s 
beliefs, values, expectations, family imprinting, and cultural conditioning 
impact students and their learning (Larrivee & Cooper, 2006). We wit-
nessed students engaged, at times, in the struggle of uncovering some 
not so complimentary revelations about their lives while we uncovered 
some of our own. While in the exploration of the self, most of the teacher 
candidates, as evidenced by their written feedback forms critiquing the 
duoethnography assignment, their final assignments, and overall course 
evaluations, were able to identify their own biases and assumptions related 
to diversity and mental health. From this awareness the students came to a 
newfound consideration of how their biases and assumptions could poten-
tially negatively or positively influence others, more specifically their future 
students. From this new understanding many wanted to develop alternate 
ways of acting. They used action-oriented language to express how they 
were going to interact with others differently. For Joe, this result was dif-
ferent from previous teaching encounters. He had no previous evidence of 
student growth or pedagogical competence associated with mental health 
education. Hilary, on the other hand, had had similar results when using 
other constructivist teaching strategies (see Brown, 2012).

Dewey (1910/1933) believed that for people to be reflective they 
needed to be open-minded and willing to listen to more than one side of 
an issue, while giving attention to alternative views. He also believed they 
should carefully consider the consequences of their actions and ultimately 
he viewed reflective teachers as wholehearted, meaning they were com-
mitted to seek every opportunity to learn (Dewey). These are the traits 
we promoted and fostered throughout the duoethnographic assignment. 
Near the end of the assignment we eventually observed these traits in our 
teacher candidates as they maneuvered through the challenging task of 
both critical and self-reflection
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While engaged in the duoethnographic assignment, we, too, struggled 
alongside our students. By stepping into the unknown and implement-
ing an experimental pedagogical tool we too experienced a disorienting 
dilemma which we had to navigate. By diligently working through the 
assignment, we have come to believe that duoethnography can serve well 
as a pedagogical tool. It was a risk was worth taking. Our students valued 
the experience with many indicating that they would choose to use duo-
ethnography with their own students in their future education classes. We, 
too, will continue to use it in our classes. It is a pedagogical tool that can 
be used to purposefully deconstruct one’s personal biography contextual-
ized around the exploration of a phenomenon such as diversity and mental 
health but other topics could be explored as well. Duoethnography in this 
context provided a defined path to meaningful reflection and action for 
both our teacher candidates and our selves. Moreover, our collaboration 
provided us with the occasion to deconstruct duoethnographic explora-
tions in our respective classes, but also reconstruct our own teaching and 
learning practice in a more meaningful and fulfilled manner. We believe 
we must continue to offer opportunities for our teacher candidates to do 
the same.
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IntroductIon

This chapter explores the rich potential of duoethnography as a research 
methodology in the social sciences and humanities, with particular atten-
tion to its dialogic and pedagogic features that make it an ideal means 
of exploration in a range of graduate research courses. I have enjoyed a 
decade of experience working with the approach, and have published and 
participated in a number of early duoethnographies with a range of peers, 
students, and colleagues. The approach has informed my university teach-
ing, and it has been particularly salient in the teaching of collaborative 
and participatory research methods. Students undertaking graduate and 
doctoral-level study of a range of qualitative research methods have found 
this approach refreshing and groundbreaking in many specific ways.
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The dialogic approach encourages deliberate self-reflection among stu-
dents, and a critical examination of the beliefs and values underlying their 
practice. Further, there now exists a growing body of research and theory, 
including the seminal writings by the founders of this approach (Norris, 
2008; Sawyer & Norris, 2013), and an edited collection that students can 
consult to feed their own understandings and articulations of this new lens 
for inquiry (Norris, Sawyer, & Lund, 2012). In this chapter I draw upon 
accounts of this work coming alive in the graduate research courses and 
seminars that I taught, through the invited voices of students who offer 
encouragement for more scholars to engage and extend duoethnography 
in their university classes. This approach also signals a dialogic and demo-
cratic way to resist and counter some of the current dehumanizing aspects 
of university life.

resIstIng an IncreasIngly neolIberal academy

There is a disquieting trend in the academy that has had the effect of 
inhibiting authentic dialogue and intellectual inquiry, and is more about 
creating market-driven models of education that place profit, perfor-
mance, and bureaucratic compliance above deep intellectual and ethical 
engagement (Giroux, 2010; Panayotidis, Lund, Towers, & Smits, 2016; 
Ritzer, 2014). Within this framework, students are seen as consumers, 
and faculties are tasked with maximizing profits while providing a service 
for money. As Jubas and Seidel (2014) describe current conditions in uni-
versities, “economic viability and purpose replace older scholarly values, 
including intellectual rigor, human development, personal fulfillment, and 
social justice. Rhetoric of commerce and industry infiltrates academic dis-
cussions, whether by intention or by accident” (p.  17). This tendency 
toward capitalist models of universities—as sites of standardized informa-
tion delivery, testing, and credential granting—has also meant the devalu-
ing of conversation, deep reflection, ethical collaboration, and authentic 
intellectual engagement.

Engaging in authentic dialogue with others—as afforded by duoeth-
nography—is a richly rewarding endeavor that fosters a shared experience, 
one that is based on openness to others. As Freire (1998) explains it,

To live in openness toward/others and to have an open-ended curiosity 
toward life and its challenges is essential to educational practice. To live 
this openness toward others respectfully and, from time to time, when 
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 opportune, critically reflect on this openness ought to be an essential part 
of the adventure of teaching. The ethical, political, and pedagogical basis of 
this openness confers on the dialogue that it makes possible a singular rich-
ness and a beauty. (pp. 120–121)

I argue that such deep-seated beliefs require significant personal courage 
and a willingness to be more vulnerable than with more typically “neutral” 
intellectual and research activities.

In contrast to encouraging dialogue and collaboration, the new univer-
sity focuses on top-down models of governance that tend to reduce indi-
vidual efficacy in favor of larger-scale impersonal institutional measures 
of effectiveness and success. Giroux (2011) characterizes this movement 
as part of “casino capitalism,” and describes its effect on universities as 
tending to “deaden the imagination by defining and framing classroom 
experiences through a lethal mix of instrumental values, cost-benefit anal-
yses, test-based accountability schemes, and high-stakes testing regimes” 
(p. 114). Further, our new education models have inhibited “those spaces 
and pedagogical practices that provide the conditions for students to 
think critically, value their own voices, mobilize their curiosity, engage 
in shared learning … necessary for fostering a real democracy and taking 
responsibility for sustaining it” (p. 114). Within this context, individual-
ism and competition are rewarded. The very notion of collaborative, dia-
logic approaches has been tainted by a neoliberal discourse into merely 
describing a way to improve a faculty member’s success with securing large 
competitive research grants; as Glaser (2015) notes, “ultimately, resistance 
is impossible without collective solidarity: compliance is a facet of iso-
lation. While ‘collaboration’ has become a buzzword of the grant bid, 
structural possibilities for cross-university cooperation remain woefully 
limited” (para. 10). I envision the role of highly collaborative and dialogic 
approaches such as duoethnography as providing a specific possibility for 
resistance, a glimmer of hope for shaping a better future for those of us in 
the academy and beyond.

early duoethnographIc studIes

In the past decade since first learning about duoethnography at a cur-
riculum conference on the west coast of Canada (Norris & Sawyer, 2005), 
I have been fortunate to spend a lot of time with the method and its 
creators. This time has included some very fruitful conversations with 
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Rick and Joe, and with a number of other scholars who have adopted 
this dialogic mode of inquiry in their academic and aesthetic work. Each 
year, more people learn about this approach, and the growing cadre of 
engaged scholars continues to add great richness to the constant growth 
and advancement of the field. At conferences on educational research, 
qualitative methodology, critical pedagogy, and curriculum studies, people 
gather to talk about how they conceptualize, plan, and use the method in 
their work. The constant push and pull of debate, the crossing of bound-
aries in our sense of identity as people and as researchers, and the robust 
discussions about tenets of the approach all contribute to a rich discourse 
on innovative forms of ethnographic research. Meaningful dialogues with 
colleagues, reviewing each others’ writing, and sharing our findings at 
conferences are all lovely additional benefits of bringing a vibrant new 
methodology into being. I was honored to play an editorial role in the 
production of one of the collaborative volumes featuring an exciting range 
of examples of duoethnography (Norris et al., 2012). In each instance, my 
understandings of the method have been filtered through the lens of my 
own experimentation with the approach in collaborations with colleagues 
and graduate students.

IntroducIng graduate students 
to duoethnography

Over the years I have regularly shared examples of duoethnography as 
part of my teaching at the university, and in talks and guest lectures with 
undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral students, as a way of opening 
up possibilities to consider emerging methodologies. I have given talks 
about duoethnography to graduate students in social work, education, 
nursing, medicine, sociology, and law. I have also encouraged students 
to take up the approach for course assignments and tentative field expe-
riences with research methodology. For example, graduate and doctoral 
courses I have taught over the years have included Qualitative Research 
Methods, Participatory Methods in Education, and Ethnographic 
Research Approaches, and in each course I have included an assignment 
that encourages students to undertake an independent research project 
that may include either observation or interview. As part of the course we 
cover duoethnography as one of the methodologies, often with a guest 
lecture from a student or colleague who has used the approach. Just this 
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past semester in an education doctoral seminar with school and school 
district leaders, I invited three guest lecturers over the semester who each 
shared their experiences with dialogic methods, including duoethnogra-
phy. All three of them had published their work in scholarly journals and 
books, and all were very articulate in sharing both the joys and challenges 
of their collaborative meaning-making through this approach. My doc-
toral students were eager to ask them specific questions in class about 
undertaking this work, including on ethical considerations, vulnerabili-
ties, boundaries and self-disclosure, emotionality, editing and revising, and 
publishing, among other topics.

A number of students have chosen to engage in a duoethnographic 
dialogue as part of their coursework, and some have also undertaken them 
outside of the course for their own interest, to assess the relevance to their 
own theses or dissertation research programs, or for generating insights 
on topics of interest to them. One of my assignments involved undertak-
ing field work using a specific approach, and each semester, some stu-
dents choose duoethnography. The intention is not to undertake research 
that they will publish or disseminate, but to explore their comfort with 
dialogic meaning-making, and to check the fit of an approach they have 
read about. Their understandings of methods and methodology become 
so much deeper when they actually get to jump into the field themselves 
in this tangible way, bringing their readings into the light of their lived 
experiences with this approach. Students sometimes tell me that they get 
the impression when reading academic literature that everything signifi-
cant has already been invented or discovered, and that the widely known 
research approaches we know and use seem like a finite and closed set of 
options. Learning about a new and exciting form of ethnography that 
builds on autoethnography seems to fracture this way of thinking for grad-
uate students; it indicates to them that there remains much more to learn, 
and that they can perhaps discover a new approach—or application of an 
approach—through their own research.

Even more significantly, the focus of duoethnography on dialogue 
and narrative, the complete engagement of two people on a topic, and 
the inclusion of deeply personal biographies on a curriculum of  learning 
about an issue can be a very humanizing endeavor. Students report that 
this dialogic approach, undertaken in concert with another, has a way of 
fostering deeper reflexivity and self-critical understandings—as well as 
insights about the chosen research topic at hand—all of which are essen-
tial as precursors to undertaking any qualitative or interpretive research. 
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The experiences remind them that engaging in dialogic forms of research 
offers human connection and a sense of care for the other that too often 
seems missing in the scholarly world, and, many would argue, in the world 
at large. Ayers (2001) highlighted the tremendous power and excitement 
of using dialogue in education, writing that “while in every dialogue 
there are mistakes, misperceptions, struggle, and emotion, it is the dis-
equilibrium of dialogue that leads to exploration, discovery, and change” 
(p.  138). Indeed, it is an admittedly messy but highly democratizing 
effort. Dialogue, according to Ayers,

is undertaken with the serious intention of engaging others. This means we 
speak with the possibility of being heard, and listen with the possibility of 
being changed. … We commit to questioning, exploring, inquiring, paying 
attention, going deeper. … All of this is based on an unshakable faith in 
human beings. (p. 139)

It is through the shared engagement, the caring about others, and the 
genuine effort to understand another perspective on an issue of impor-
tance to the educative endeavor that the significance of adopting dialogic 
approaches such as duoethnography is elevated. As Pauline Sameshima 
(2013) writes in her essay review of the two major texts (Norris et  al., 
2012; Sawyer & Norris, 2013) that have been published on duoethnog-
raphy to date:

The reader of a duoethnographic study engages in a complicit conversa-
tional currere with the texts and is challenged to name and negotiate discur-
sive contradictions which in turn encourage deeper questioning. … [These 
two books] create their own dialogue in support of politically engaged, 
socially complex and cosmopolitan, and inherently democratic curriculum 
theory. Duoethnography pushes our field forward by legitimizing a space to 
revive repressed, embodied knowing, challenging our socially constructed 
frameworks. (p. 16)

It is this shared extension of a larger, educational democratic project that 
enriches both the participants and the social world in which it takes place.

Former students of mine from various graduate courses and commit-
ments over the past few years have contributed the accounts below. When 
invited, they each offered these thoughts on their experiences with duo-
ethnography, and granted permission for their inclusion here. Rather than 
offering critique and analysis of their narratives, I prefer to let them speak 
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on their own terms as a compelling testimonial to their particular research 
and learning experiences, with some summary comments at the end.

graduate students’ accounts of duoethnography

Kari was an MA student of mine whom I invited to attend an ethnography 
workshop organized by Joe Norris and Rick Sawyer as part of a qualita-
tive methodology conference in Banff in the fall of 2008. We attended 
with Sonia Aujla-Bhullar, another MA student whom she mentions below. 
She is currently a Vanier and SSHRC Bombardier Doctoral Scholar in the 
Faculty of Education at the University of British Columbia, and has pub-
lished the duoethnography she co-wrote with Sonia.

Kari Grain: As for my experiences with duoethnography, the chapter 
Sonia and I wrote together (Aujla-Bhullar & Grain, 2012) was a way for 
me to understand that formative experiences as a teenager were directly 
related to how I worked with, in, and through social justice issues as an 
adult. Duoethnography showed me that discussing and unpacking these 
lived experiences with a colleague could actually serve as an activity that 
constructed new meaning and developed new data. I was raised to see 
“data” as numbers and “history” as a factual truth, so the duoethnogra-
phy with Sonia was a way to acknowledge how my own history informs 
my current learning, and how face-to-face conversations are legitimate 
sources of data. It seems to bring the human back into the research pro-
cess. I still struggle at times with the vulnerability of duoethnography, but 
I see vulnerability as essential to learning. How can we expect students and 
readers to embrace vulnerability if we are not willing to write and publish 
with some of that ourselves? It makes for a more honest and transparent 
research process.

Aubrey is a continuing doctoral student and new faculty member in 
the Werklund School of Education at the University of Calgary, and took 
a doctoral course on ethnographic research approaches from me in the 
winter of 2013:

Aubrey Hanson: As you know, I came to duoethnography in your eth-
nographic approaches to research course. I had not studied ethnography 
in any previous courses, and duoethnography actually helped ethnography 
make sense to me. That is, coming from a literary studies background and 
focusing on interpretive education research, duoethnography felt more 
familiar to me than ethnography generally. (Which is also likely because I 
was coming in with several interfering ideas of what ethnography might 
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be; your course helped me grapple with those.) The kind of critical con-
versation that two people could have, pushing to understand each other’s 
perspectives and making connections to experiences, readings, and social 
contexts, struck me as being both highly generative and personally respon-
sible. Honestly, this kind of conversation is exactly the kind of deep con-
versation I would hope to have with colleagues on a good night out: not 
only to be engaged, but to really dig into something and find out how 
other people come to a topic. I left the class very excited to try a duoeth-
nographic study of my own with a fellow graduate student. I believe that 
we can understand a topic better, and each other better as collaborators 
or critical interlocutors, if we make space for the kinds of explorations that 
duoethnography allows.

I also feel that learning about duoethnography has increased my appre-
ciation of what interpretive education work brings to my own research. 
My research is on how Indigenous literatures connect to Indigenous com-
munities, for instance, on how the narrative and pedagogical processes 
involved in taking up Indigenous literatures contribute to communities’ 
resurgence and wellbeing. In many ways, this research is about strength-
ening the connections between academic work in Indigenous literary 
studies and Indigenous education. I did not initially intend to incorpo-
rate duoethnography into my research plan, but it came up unexpectedly 
for me when I was articulating the importance of understanding my own 
positioning. This emphasis on examining and explaining how one is situ-
ated in relation to a topic is prominent in Indigenous and interpretive 
approaches to research.

As I wrote this part of my dissertation proposal, I realized that duoeth-
nography was one of the clearest examples from my graduate study in cur-
riculum studies of how to examine one’s own positioning critically, openly, 
and personally. Duoethnography enables scholars to do this work while 
building a relationship with each other; this process invokes interpersonal 
accountability, as each partner is interweaving critical perspectives with 
deeply personal experiences. I have much more digging to do in this area, 
but I know that duoethnography will influence how I understand critical 
reflexivity and positioning as I proceed with my doctoral research.

Kathleen is a former social worker whose doctoral program I supervised 
at the University of Calgary. She now holds a faculty position in Social 
Work at Memorial University in St. John’s, Newfoundland and Labrador. 
She undertook a duoethnography with a colleague in social work around 
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the topic of professional boundary issues with clients and it was eventually 
published in the first edited volume on the approach.

Kathleen Sitter: The strengths of duoethnography, including how we 
create new knowledge through discussion (and approaching a topic from 
differing social locations), became really apparent. The thoughtfulness of 
the dialogue and consciously keeping myself “open” to learning in this 
space was heightened during my own experience with writing a chap-
ter with a colleague (Sitter & Hall, 2012). The power dynamic was also 
another key piece; it challenges the “researcher/researched” dichotomy, 
and in social justice research (and community-based action research, par-
ticipatory, and collaborative approaches) where mitigating power is always 
a topic, I think this is an exemplar of how it is done on various levels.

The vulnerability is something that I found uncomfortable, especially 
since there is not an anonymous component; I often thought about this 
throughout the work. I particularly remember one point in our duoethno-
graphic discussion where we began talking about religion. We were mov-
ing into an area that I found very personal, and I was cautious (and very 
purposeful) in how I framed my response. I have wondered if we had 
explored the option of anonymity in the work, might I have been more 
open to unpacking other ideas, or different areas about the topic?

This idea of being uncomfortable also reminded me of power, in par-
ticular having decision-making power in this context, which created a safe 
space. Part of the process Sean and I went through involved recording a 
conversation, transcribing, and going back and forth on building, rework-
ing, and creating new paths in the conversation. I found this process 
empowering: I could change my mind on how I expressed my thoughts, 
and I had time to reflect on what it was I wanted to say, as well as my 
reaction and understanding to what Sean was saying. For me, it was a very 
thoughtful form of engagement, which I really appreciated, especially as I 
found it required that aspect of vulnerability.

Going through a duoethnographic “journey” and reflecting on these 
two ideas of vulnerability and power have impacted how I approach other 
forms of research, and my engagement with participants. I work in arts- 
based methods, where the work often finds itself in public spaces, such as 
exhibits and various digital platforms. When working with participants, 
the discussions about what it means to share visual stories are woven 
throughout the process, right from the beginning, so there are opportu-
nities for people to change their mind about how or what they display or 
communicate in their visual stories.
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David is an SSHRC Bombardier doctoral candidate in the Werklund 
School of Education, and is a Director of Student Experience in the B.Ed. 
program. He also took my course in ethnographic research approaches.

David Scott: Over the course of the 2013 winter term I was introduced 
to the methodological approach of duoethnography for the first time. As 
part of my final assignment I engaged in a duoethnographic dialogue with 
an Indigenous scholar, in which we explored the K-12 curricular directive 
in Alberta to take up social studies from Aboriginal perspectives (Alberta 
Education, 2010). During our conversations, we drew on our differing 
life histories and identity positions in order to explore the question of how 
a largely non-Aboriginal teaching community can meaningfully and ethi-
cally engage Aboriginal perspectives with their students.

Particularly for White Anglo-Canadian educators like me, in being 
asked to do this, we are in something of a Catch-22. We want to engage 
Aboriginal perspectives with our students in honorable and respectful 
ways; however, we have been educated within institutions of education 
that have sought to deny ways of knowing and being in the world unique 
to Indigenous oral traditions, communities, and peoples. As a result, social 
studies educators in Alberta are being asked to do something they do not 
necessarily know much about (Louie & Scott, 2016).

Below, I share three reasons why I think duoethnography is uniquely 
suited to grappling with difficult curricular questions like these, and can 
provide a viable alternative to what I see as the problematic nature of some 
prominent research methodologies in the field of education.

 1. Duoethnography provides a way of doing research where partici-
pants are not treated as objects on which one’s favored method-
ological approach is applied. Rather, it offers a more ethical 
participatory approach of doing research with, not on, other 
people;

 2. Duoethnography does not seek to achieve the impossible task of 
bracketing out one’s subjectivity in order to provide an account of 
“another’s” point of view strictly from their point of view. Rather, 
this approach honors the voice of others on their own terms, in their 
own language and, moreover, foregrounds the subjectivity of the 
researcher. This can push both parties toward new transformative 
possibilities; and

 3. Duoethnography does not arrive in the situation with the truth 
already known, as can be the case with some critical researchers who 
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primarily seek to inform others of their victimization and oppres-
sion, rather than how we might work together to create a world that 
does justice to both of us.

Kimberley is an educator and doctoral candidate in the Werklund School 
of Education; she took my research course in ethnographic research 
approaches.

Kimberley Holmes: I was drowning in the depths of doctoral research 
courses, in phenomenology, hermeneutics, qualitative, quantitative, mea-
surable, evidence-based data that needed to be analyzed, interpreted, and 
broken down into something that might one day resemble research to be 
used to actually make change in the world. Frankly, it was overwhelm-
ing, under-stimulating, and did not make a lot of sense to my storytelling 
heart. I am an English teacher, an aspiring poetic scholar, and a seeker of 
the human story and I was stuck among traditional methodologies that 
did not allow for creative voice and energy to emerge from an antiquated 
process of how things are done. I was attempting to be a doctoral student 
but the daunting rules and regulations surrounding the research process 
threated to keep me permanently submerged underneath the surface, 
struggling to find an open space to allow both me and my research to 
breathe. I needed a research methodology that allowed me to have con-
trol of my own learning, reflection on the process, and collaboration with 
others. I hoped to “enter into a conversation by revisiting my own school 
narratives, stories that when juxtaposed, may transform understanding 
and engender new insights” (Krammer & Mangiardi, 2012, p. 44). I had 
hoped for a creative, open space and was suffocating in the sea of rules, 
regulations, and protocol mandated by the past.

I needed to find some way back to storytelling and then seek a way to 
share that story with others, for our stories are not written in isolation but 
a collaborative chorus of many voices singing together. The melody would 
only emerge if my voice could be blended with others to create new patterns 
of understanding, new ways of being, and new ways of walking together in 
the world. I have always written a journal and documented the story of my 
own life. For me, writing is an intuitive process that allows a portal to my 
soul to be opened, purged, and then cleansed for renewal. It is a mindful, 
reflective process that allows me to come to a deeper understanding, so in 
some ways I have always been an autoethnographer—although I had no 
idea what that term meant when I started the doctoral journey. However, 
I had never considered the process of autoethnography as something that 
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could be undertaken with another, although the concept made absolute 
sense to me. Indigenous societies have always known the value of sharing 
stories of our personal and collaborative cultures. Traditionally, this was 
how wisdom came into being, yet somehow this concept had eluded me 
in the digression of doctoral studies.

Hence, just when I was ready to go under the swirling sea of research 
methodologies the voice of the story called out to me again to be recog-
nized as a catalyst for research data, and an opportunity to hear the human 
experience through the process of duoethnographic research. I was seek-
ing something that was “soul searching, soul wrenching, and rewarding” 
(Norris et al., 2012, p. 11). I was tired of measuring and calculating, but 
on a quest for something deeper, more meaningful. My research question 
was looking at making change in pedagogical practice and I needed some-
thing to “inspire compassion and a sense of humanity” (p. 11). I needed 
something to call teachers to action, to allow them to recognize the faces 
of the learners and to bring us forward in this new educational paradigm. 
I needed somehow to access the “heart of wisdom” (Chambers, Leggo, 
Hasbe-Ludt, & Sinner, 2012) that would allow both my research partici-
pants and me to learn together what that might be.

I knew intuitively that this was how I needed to work and what I 
needed to do. My voice needed to merge with others around the sacred 
storytelling circle without a fixed design and predetermined destination. 
I needed to trust the process and let the story evolve. Duoethnography 
opened a space for this to happen. It allowed for “the dynamic interplay 
of two critically, questioning minds [to] transform, create, and expand 
each participant’s understanding” (Krammer & Mangiardi, 2012, p. 43). 
It allowed me to return to my roots as a storyteller. Then it presented 
the opportunity to learn a new story, revisit the plot line, and find new 
meaning. I surfaced from the deep waters of doctoral research methodolo-
gies with a gasping breath of recognition. Another was sailing toward me 
in a raft gracefully gliding, without struggle or predetermined route. A 
smile crossed my face as I recognized the common vision. I swam strongly 
toward the other, and together through duoethnography we shared our 
stories and forged a new path to understanding.

Working with students has always been the most positive perk of my job 
as an educator, formerly as a high school teacher for 16 years, and for the 
past dozen or so as a university professor. Learning about the new meth-
odology of duoethnography alongside a former high school student was 
both humbling and revelatory. Together, Rachel Evans and I recounted 
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and analyzed our mutual experiences of forming the first gay–straight alli-
ance high school program in the history of our province (Lund & Evans, 
2006), in a piece that stands as the first refereed journal article using the 
approach. I was a new assistant professor at the time, and Rachel was an 
undergraduate student at another university. The methodology allowed us 
both to go beyond a retelling of the events as we remember them, to the 
critical examination of some of our own lived understandings of gender 
identity, sexuality, and activism. Our coming from different identity posi-
tions and discrepancy in age and life circumstances enhanced the quality of 
our conversation. Unpacking our biographical baggage allowed a deeper 
way of uncovering the topic, and opened a vulnerability that is arguably 
unusual in academic work. Rachel and I used email correspondence to 
open up and organize our dialogue, and our conversation continued inter-
mittently over a few months. Our reciprocal research project proved to 
be a highly personal and intellectually engaging experience at the same 
time. We have since co-presented our findings at conferences, and recently 
revisited our earlier collaboration to write duoethnographically about our 
understandings of ethics in teacher–student advisory relationships (see 
Evans & Lund, 2013). I have also invited Rachel on occasion to speak to 
my diversity-themed courses in a B.Ed. program and we continue to keep 
in touch. Our ongoing collaborations and friendship serve for me as an 
illustration of the many benefits and spinoff perks of a duoethnographic 
research approach.

In a similar manner, I have developed a very positive and productive 
research relationship with Dr. Maryam Nabavi, whose community work 
in youth activism brought our research together. She was coordinating a 
highly successful local student social justice group called “Youth ROAR 
(Reach Out Against Racism)” and I was on the advisory committee to the 
group for about six years. After she had completed a master’s degree in the 
area, we undertook a few collaborative projects together interviewing stu-
dents and teachers who had undertaken social justice activism in schools 
and communities. Beginning a duoethnography on approaching this work 
from two very different identity positions allowed us to arrive at some 
important insights into how our own positionality has affected all aspects 
of our antiracist work. As Maryam remarked, “it is interesting how we can 
access these parts of our memory and with the lens through which we live 
our lives now see those conversations—positive or negative—about race 
as subsequently forming our respective racial identities” (Lund & Nabavi, 
2008, p. 29). Our candid reflections were rooted in our life experiences, 
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and brought us to understandings that we could not have reached on our 
own. When we had a chance to conduct a further duoethnographic con-
versation for the first edited collection on the methodology, we welcomed 
the chance to delve even further into our own life histories to trace our 
personal curricula of difference growing up in Canada. In our case, it was a 
dialogue on identity and belonging between a woman of color who arrived 
as a refugee and a member of the dominant White European identity with 
a childhood rife with unflattering experiences with difference. Our con-
versation went places that opened up new ways of seeing ourselves today; 
at one point I wrote, “our complex notions of citizenship and belonging 
have many layers, but often these are unspoken and unexamined; even this 
conversation feels strained and discomforting” (Nabavi & Lund, 2012, 
p. 182). We decided to leave such moments in the account, as a way of 
noting these points of self-consciousness, discomfort, and, in some cases, 
regret and shame. These personal examples of racism from both the perpe-
trator and receiver angle helped us to ground our broader discussions and 
analyses of systemic and institutionalized forms of oppression, situating 
our lived experiences within a larger sociopolitical context.

dIscussIon

Each of the invited co-authors to this chapter has shared personal perspec-
tives of engaging with duoethnography in some manner as part of a gradu-
ate studies program. Attending to their perspectives can help us learn how 
this dialogic approach to research has opened up new ways for them of 
understanding their research and themselves. Perhaps the most salient and 
frequently echoed theme is around building interpersonal accountability 
through collaboration. In using duoethnographic dialogue, students were 
able to find ways to build empathy with others who had diverse life experi-
ences and views. Their efforts toward discussing a common topic or theme 
and making connections afforded them a chance to critically examine their 
own history and their own positions, all within the framework of their 
own identity. The approach requires an articulation of one’s belief systems 
at some point, and highlights subjectivity. Therefore, rather than having 
to “bracket out” their individual differences, duoethnography encourages 
participants to “bracket in.” As Sawyer and Norris (2013) explain, “cen-
tral to bracketing in is that subjective identity and personal epistemol-
ogy are foregrounded as a focus of analysis” (p. 15). Presuppositions and 
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biases are not ignored or set aside but exposed and articulated as part of 
the site of collaborative dialogic inquiry.

Research is the creation of new knowledge and this approach fosters 
the co-creation of new understandings and insights that would have been 
impossible to gain without the other participant. Both are co- researchers, 
creating new knowledge through dialogue. As Willis and Siltanen (2009) 
discovered in their own collaborative research, “our multiple and con-
stantly shifting ‘voices’ provided an essential interpretive resource, enabling 
us to develop a thick and common understanding of the subject/object of 
research” (p. 109). This shared meaning-making involves both collective 
and individual reflection, and a necessary focus on one’s own biography, 
identity, and positionality from the outset. Just as with any form of eth-
nography that employs a critical sensibility, with social justice and equity at 
its heart, duoethnography requires some often challenging self-reflection 
throughout. In describing ethnography more generally, Madden (2010) 
reflects that,

in my case, a critical appreciation of positionality is a tool with which to 
check my ethnographic baggage for resumption and prejudice; to remind 
myself I bring just one perspective to ethnography and that perspective is 
informed by my own upbringing, education and history. (p. 22)

With the dual nature of duoethnographies, it is essential that both par-
ties understand this from the start and build this difficult work into the 
process.

Part of the nature of this kind of highly personal engagement with 
another person in a research relationship are the additional elements of the 
researchers’ vulnerabilities and risks, issues not as strongly associated with 
other forms of academic research. However, as Freire (1998) reminds us, 
“coherent democratic authority recognizes the ethical basis of our pres-
ence in the world and necessarily recognizes that it is not possible to live 
ethically without freedom and that there is no such thing as freedom with-
out risk” (p. 87). A high degree of trust is required between participants, 
and both are mutually responsible for the creation of the collaboratively 
composed duoethnography. This reciprocally driven research has the effect 
of putting both participants on a much more level playing field. Power and 
positionality are not erased or downplayed, but, rather, are foregrounded 
and addressed directly throughout the engagement. The accounts above 
confirm my own experiences of an approach that seems more effective 
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at mitigating power and privilege differentials in an open and deliberate 
manner. Inevitably, this orientation allows for a much more consciously 
ethical treatment of both research participants than a typical object/sub-
ject orientation in top-down academic research models.

Perhaps even more than most qualitative research approaches, duo-
ethnography privileges and elucidates individual subjectivity, requiring a 
“bracketing in” as mentioned above versus the more common efforts to 
“bracket out” idiosyncratic viewpoints, cultural influences, historical situ-
ation, and other dimensions of the social context in which all research 
takes place. The rich complexities of our lived worlds are not stripped of 
nuance or subjectivity, but elucidated and held up more transparently to 
analysis along with our personal narratives within those settings and iden-
tity positions. In a related way, duoethnography also requires and values 
storytelling, and encourages listening intently to the human experience 
around particular topics. In this manner, the collaboration of two or more 
people toward this end offers rich interpretive possibilities. As Steeves 
et al. (2009) argue, “if dialogue enables the opening up and restorying of 
the selves involved in research and of interpretive possibilities, then collec-
tive approaches to research ought to be valued highly” (p. 122). Avoiding 
a priori truth claims and remaining open to new insights into human 
experiences and new understandings of shared topics allow duoethogra-
phers a rich opportunity to co-create knowledge within a trusting dialogic 
relationship.

conclusIon

Through the accounts and discussion in this chapter, I situate this promo-
tion of duoethnography and other forms of dialogic research and inquiry 
as an approach that has the courage to create a counterstory that resists 
neoliberalism. Steeves et al. (2009) describe their collaborative narrative 
work in just such a manner:

We see this as a way of composing a counterstory of what matters in research, 
a counterstory threaded not around funding, publications and ownership, 
but around the possibility of creating educative spaces … to imagine and live 
out what seems impossible on our own, but becomes possible within these 
relational spaces. (pp. 58–59)
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Drawing on their own experiences and perspectives, each of the gradu-
ate student contributors above used specific instances and illustrations to 
share what worked for them in this dialogic approach. Also included was 
the recognition of some of the challenges associated with the approach. 
I trust that their articulate descriptions of the joys, vulnerabilities, and 
promises of duoethnography may stand as a strong incentive for others 
to include this research approach in their graduate teaching, to make use 
of this and other robust and ethical research models in creating a more 
humane and authentically collaborative climate within the academy.

With each university course I teach, and with each of the students who 
takes up a duoethnographic approach in his or her own way, I am encour-
aged by the wide range of possibilities for its application in social science 
research. As attested to above, and elucidated in each of these accounts, 
there are many forms it can take and the myriad ways that its dialogic 
nature can draw people together to create more meaningful engagements 
across difference. Echoed in each account is a recognition of how this 
approach stands in opposition to dehumanizing discourses and practices 
that are all too common in our increasingly market-driven and neoliberal 
institutions.

In many ways, I wish for the duoethnographic approach to represent a 
signal of hope for the new McUniversity, as coined by Ritzer (2014). He 
concluded:

Hope, if there is any, lies in the objects of education: the students. 
They can be seen as engaging in a fatal strategy by seeming to accept all 
the changes the postmodern educational system throws at them. While 
we usually think power resides with the educational systems, it could be 
argued that it is the mass of students who have the power. (p. 195)

One way that students and other scholars can exercise their power to 
resist the neoliberal market forces of the academy is to engage in deliberate 
acts of humanizing dialogue to reclaim this space. Borrowing the words 
of Hedges (2010), I believe researchers can adopt duoethnography and 
other dialogic research approaches “to continue to fight the mechanisms 
of that dominant culture, if for no other reason than to preserve, through 
small, even tiny acts, our common humanity” (p. 217).
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CHAPTER 7

Community, Identity, and Graduate 
Education: Using Duoethnography 

as a Mechanism for Forging Connections 
in Academia

Claudia Diaz and Kari Grain

IntroductIon

Research in graduate studies indicates that students face struggles with 
isolation, loneliness, and a lacking sense of community (Cotterall, 2013; 
McAlpine & Norton, 2006) as education becomes increasingly pragmatic, 
focusing on measurable outcomes such as publication records, grades, and 
completion rates that strengthen the likelihood of career success (Pinar, 
2011). In order to meet increasingly globalized and technologized edu-
cational goals that pivot on capitalist demands for productivity, university 
students and educators in the West are spending less time in the type 
of face-to-face interactions that can serve as catalysts for reflexivity, vul-
nerability, and community. When this issue is added to that of a highly 
competitive job market for professorships, and a decline in tenure-track 
positions, it becomes clear that graduate students and their educators face 
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formidable challenges in terms of academic success on the one hand and 
well-being on the other.

Our own experience as doctoral students has illustrated how an 
enhanced sense of community, access to opportunities for face-to-face 
interaction, and peer support strengthen our capacity to learn course 
content and approach our work as more confident learners and scholars. 
Additional research also shows that collaborative peer support enables and 
deepens the graduate learning process (Devenish et al., 2009). We suggest 
that graduate student struggles are symptoms of a system that is in crisis 
over its misplaced emphasis on control and regulation, thereby position-
ing competition (as opposed to community) as its key value. Therefore, 
in this chapter, we contend that the use of duoethnography as a compo-
nent of graduate education may, as a primary benefit, contest this mis-
placed emphasis on competition, regulation, and standardization; and as a 
secondary benefit, duoethnography, in our experience, serves to alleviate 
stressors to graduate students’ well-being through its focus on collabora-
tion and reflexivity. In this way, duoethnography may serve students as a 
pedagogy and methodology for political contestation.

While duoethnography has become a burgeoning methodology in its 
own right, there is less literature outlining its curricular and pedagogical 
possibilities, and our aim is to develop these aspects using concepts already 
embedded in duoethnography. This chapter builds on Joe Norris’ use of 
duoethnography to “assist graduate students in examining their life his-
tories to determine how their curriculum of a concept …influences their 
beliefs and behaviours” (Norris, 2008, p. 233). In other words, duoeth-
nography is identified as a way that learners might examine their under-
standing of a particular idea in relation to their lived narratives. In tandem 
with this idea, we use the work of William Pinar to delve into an expansion 
of how we conceive of and think about curriculum; in particular, we draw 
on Pinar’s notion of currere, understood as lived experience that com-
prises an informal, everyday curriculum (Pinar, 1975). In the graduate 
school context, the value of conversation and reflexivity can be overlooked 
in favor of standardized institutional or curricular learning expectations, 
or what Pinar (2011) called a “curriculum of functionality” (p. 2), which 
can sometimes lead to a lack of scholarly community and connection. 
This problem foregrounds the potential of duoethnography not only 
as a research methodology but also as a pedagogy for collaborative self-
examination. As doctoral students in the University of British Columbia’s 
Faculty of Education, we have encountered continuous  tensions around 
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our identities—as influenced by different histories and privileges—and our 
roles as researchers, learners, and educators. We sought a way to weave 
together these different dimensions and develop a scholarly identity, a pro-
cess that Thomson and Walker (2010) propose is deeply embedded in the 
success of doctoral students.

To work through this dilemma, we drew on duoethnography’s tenets 
to structure a three-month project in which we met weekly for two hours, 
using a duoethnographic conversation each week to address the question: 
How can we navigate these tensions by collaboratively examining and 
challenging our histories and assumptions? In our first meeting, after hav-
ing decided to use duoethnography as our mode of inquiry, we discussed 
some key structural elements that we agreed to maintain throughout the 
project to ensure consistency, while also remaining flexible. Each week 
consisted of a recursive dialogue not only between ourselves, but also 
between our duoethnographic conversation (face-to-face) and our reflec-
tions (written privately) that we shared with one another after—and in 
response to—our most recent conversation. After each meeting we chose a 
question to inspire our written reflection. The questions were targeted to 
each of us individually based on the unique issues we faced. For example, 
questions included how have your experiences as a volunteer in Ghana 
shaped your understanding of privilege? How are your childhood experi-
ences of attending a public school in Chile intertwined with your cur-
rent tension with privilege? As such, every week’s dialogue built upon 
the previous week’s understanding and revealed an evolving focus for our 
conversations.

This project culminated in one recorded duoethnography session, 
wherein we reflected upon our three-month process, using our conver-
sations and written reflection documents as “cultural artifacts” (Chang, 
2008). We position them as cultural artifacts because they reflect our per-
sonal experiences in a particular socio-cultural context, thereby providing 
material to examine a wider societal structure. Throughout this chapter, 
we offer an illustration of our doctoral program context and the avenue by 
which we came to use duoethnography to address the locus of our inquiry. 
We then describe the theoretical framework that informs our research and 
analysis, borrowing heavily from ideas in curriculum reconceptualization 
and social justice work. Throughout this chapter, we aim to envision how 
duoethnography can be a methodology that contests a doctoral program’s 
curriculum of functionality—that is, a curriculum driven by standard-
ization and examination—and facilitates the  collaborative exploration 
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of Pinar’s (1975) notion of currere. For our analysis and interpretation 
we critically examine, first, the set of written reflections and notes from 
our three-month project. Afterward, we examine a recorded duoethno-
graphic session containing dialogue on how we used duoethnography 
in our graduate program as a methodology and pedagogy for working 
through and moving beyond ethical and identity-related tensions. These 
two sources had distinct purposes: the purpose of our weekly sessions was 
to explore our conflicting relationship between privilege and scholarly 
identity; our recorded duoethnography, however, was meant to reflect 
upon how duoethnography helped us to understand how this method-
ology was helpful for us in our process of learning, and what it did for 
us practically, as an embodiment of community building. We organize 
our analysis and interpretation into three themes: (1) Embarking on our 
duoethnography: Binaries and privilege; (2) Sites of research: Ourselves; 
and (3) Transtemporal Transformation. Our initial inclination when we 
embarked upon this journey was to eliminate our uncomfortable tension 
in our learning process; however, as we employed this methodology, we 
came to understand tension as essential to our transformative learning. We 
conclude this chapter with some closing thoughts on the use of duoeth-
nography in the construction of community, the development of identity, 
and the problematization of the “functional curriculum” of traditional 
graduate programs. Our duoethnography project resulted in a transforma-
tion of our previously learned assumptions around privilege, social justice, 
and constructed binaries. Through duoethnography, rather than solving 
our tensions, we re-imagined how complex and contradictory identities 
can be valuable in the educational process. Finally, we examine how duo-
ethnography was useful in our case, not only pedagogically and curricu-
larly, but also in a way that contributed to our emotional well-being.

our doctoral Program context

We did not begin this journey of learning with duoethnography in mind. 
Instead, we began with a problem, an unmistakable tension: As first year 
doctoral students in educational studies, we were both grappling with a 
dissonance between our individual histories (of relative privilege) and the 
academic futures that our graduate program curriculum was promoting. 
We were each stuck in a sort of liminal, temporal space between who we 
once were and who we were expected to become: A researcher, an expert, 
an educator—a “knower” of social justice approaches in education. In 
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the brief moments when our classroom learning would examine this ten-
sion, we both experienced a palpable sense of discomfort and ambiguity, 
which we quickly “bracketed” (see Gearing, 2008; Norris, 2008) in order 
to attend to course readings and outcomes. Gearing (2008) describes 
bracketing as a “rigorous process that suspends internal and external sup-
positions, thereby allowing the focusing in on a specific phenomenon in 
order to understand or see it as it is” (p. 64). In contestation of this con-
cept, and in line with Norris (2008), duoethnography actually encourages 
researchers to “bracket in” their own suppositions, experiences, and affec-
tive responses to various ideas and concepts. Thus, later on in our duo-
ethnographic process, we learned that “bracketing ourselves in” allows 
us to make our life experiences a site for reflection and learning. This 
discomfort may be partially attributed to the format and structure of our 
class environment, but also arises because there are some points of ten-
sion that are difficult to explore in an open class format, as opposed to 
in one-on-one interactions. In some ways, we could not learn or absorb 
our content knowledge until we had worked through some deeper ques-
tions around how we had built our identity in relation to social justice, 
and what we desired in terms of community and our place in that web 
of interconnections. Before we could learn the functional content of our 
classroom instruction, we recognized the necessity of initiating vulnerable, 
critical self-examination around our positionalities, our assumptions, and 
our epistemologies. This process occurs ideally alongside the curriculum 
in simultaneity, as opposed to before or after, in a linear or teleological 
conception of learning.

In this chapter the pronoun “we” refers to Claudia Díaz and Kari 
Grain, both doctoral students in the Department of Educational Studies 
of the University of British Columbia. Claudia is also a Chilean interna-
tional doctoral student and a mother, and a former social practitioner and 
child advocate whose interest in children’s experiences in education in 
contexts marked by poverty, marginalization, and exclusion came from her 
years as Psychology’s student in Chile. After graduating as a Community 
Psychologist, she worked for ten years as a manager in socio-educational 
and poverty reduction programs and as an activist in grassroots organiza-
tions. This experience was crucial in her interest in children’s experiences 
and lives embedded in socio-political contexts that trouble the promise of 
social mobility and educational equity through education in marginalized 
neighborhoods. Aware of her current privileged position as a researcher, 
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she engaged in this duoethnographic process to unpack the dilemmas in 
researching marginalized communities.

Kari, like Claudia, is a doctoral student in Vancouver, Canada, and has 
spent more than a decade working with issues of poverty, marginalization, 
and social justice. As an undergraduate and master’s student, she partici-
pated in a number of transformative experiential education programs that 
drew attention to the Holocaust, the Rwandan genocide, and other global 
injustices; these programs led her to non-profit work in educational con-
texts, where she developed and facilitated anti-racism workshops, inter-
faith experiences, and education programs for immigrant and refugee 
youth. Her master’s research examined the narratives of volunteer teach-
ers in Rwanda and foregrounded salient issues of race, colonialism, and 
problematic helping narratives in the realm of international engagement 
practices. The at times intensely emotional nature of experiential learning 
programs led her to her current doctoral research around the role of emo-
tions in international service learning and other forms of global engage-
ment. Using her identity as a Canadian-born, white woman to personally 
observe and interact with tensions around privilege, race, and inequality, 
she aims to simultaneously critique Western notions of “helping” while 
also appreciating the value of cooperation and collaboration.

Pinar (2011) proposes that a “curriculum of functionality” and its con-
sequential focus on learning outcomes has the potential to supersede the 
process and nuances that comprise learning in specific locations, moments, 
and cultures (p. 2). Throughout our classes and, indeed, throughout most 
research methodologies to which we had been exposed, we bracketed out 
our individual narratives and meaning-making in favor of pre-existing dis-
course and taken-for-granted truths. To illustrate this, we shared a sense 
of discomfort in a classroom discussion focused on case study, wherein 
we were both distracted by the implications of being privileged research-
ers in a marginalized community. As learners, as researchers, and as peo-
ple invested in the work of social justice, we were hungry for a way to 
“bracket in” (Norris, 2008) the complexities of our current and historical 
being, while also attending to important epistemological and theoreti-
cal questions inherent in a doctoral education. Most of all, we struggled 
with the evolving significance of our individual privilege, and how the 
changing face of that privilege might play out ethically in our work. We 
were both concerned with how we might go about being anti-oppressive 
researchers when we come from places of relative privilege. Using Karen 
Potts and Leslie Brown’s (2005) strategies for anti-oppressive research, 
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we  acknowledge that we have the potential at all times to be both the 
oppressor and the oppressed, and this is a continuous, fluid divergence 
at all times, but especially in our roles as researchers with underprivileged 
communities.

This, however, is not to say that our tensions or identities were similar 
in nature. The crux of Claudia’s struggle related to her childhood concep-
tions of poverty and privilege, as illustrated by her experiences in Chile’s 
hierarchical public and private school systems. Her tension was made more 
complex by her present-day privilege as a Chilean doctoral student in a 
prestigious Canadian university. Kari’s tension, on the other hand, was 
oriented in a dissonance between her instinctive inclination to nurture her 
idealism, and an equally pronounced desire to problematize that idealism 
in relation to her identity as a middle-class, white Canadian woman. Her 
disorientation lay in a constant swing between what felt like two polarities 
of idealism and cynicism, leaving her unsure which seemingly contradic-
tory voice to use in her work.

Having learned a great deal through a former duoethnography chap-
ter that Kari and her colleague Sonia Aujla-Bhullar had published in 
Duoethnography: Dialogic Methods for Social, Health, and Educational 
Research (Aujla-Bhullar & Grain, 2010), Kari suggested during our first 
meeting that this methodology may actually serve us as a pedagogical tool 
in understanding our own lived curriculum as a jumping-off point for our 
doctoral journeys. Referring to Sawyer and Norris’ (2013) publication, 
Duoethnography: Understanding Qualitative Research, we identified that, 
indeed, our line of inquiry might be effectively examined via duoethnog-
raphy’s “living tenets.” In particular, our goal of navigating and reflecting 
upon some identified tensions could be well served by duoethnography 
tenets related to bracketing in our voices, (re)storying ourselves and our 
conceptions of the other, recognizing identities as fluid and shifting, and 
trusting one another in dialogues around power differentials (Sawyer & 
Norris, 2013). In these ways and others, duoethnography appeared to 
provide a means within academia to undergo this necessary reflection to 
“dialogically critique and question the meanings (we) give to social issues 
and epistemological constructs” (Sawyer & Norris, 2013, p. 2). Through 
the use of duoethnography, we contest and recast the curriculum of func-
tionality, acknowledging and celebrating the messy nuances and historical 
foundations of our particular lived realities. We thus agreed to meet on a 
weekly basis over three months, to engage in duoethnographic  discussions 
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wherein we began to “read the self as text” (Sawyer & Norris, 2013, 
p. 15), thereby exploring duoethnography in its capacity as a pedagogy.

currIculum of functIonalIty

This chapter, like duoethnography itself, is heavily influenced by the work 
of William Pinar, who, in his reconceptualization of curriculum, con-
tended that school curriculum must attend to socio-cultural intricacies in 
order to be useful in the quest for societal improvement (1978). In place 
of procedural, prescriptive curriculum development with universalized 
content and approaches, Pinar illustrated a vision of curriculum develop-
ment that is lived through unique subjectivities, ever-transforming ways 
of being in the world, and often painful, messy, and contested histories. 
Following that, the possibility of curriculum for Pinar neither ceases in its 
meaning at the temporal edges of class time, nor is it a force that lives only 
inside the four-walled classroom, catering to a set of prescribed outcomes. 
Instead, curriculum development might serve to honor the unique ways 
in which learners’ histories become their voices, their bodies, their means 
for understanding. Curriculum for Pinar then becomes currere: a thing of 
flexibility and specificity—a possibility that lives in and with the learner at 
every moment (1975).

Conceived this way, we felt that the “curriculum of functionality” that 
undergirded our graduate program was premised on outcomes related to 
success within a traditional institutional structure: skills for peer-reviewed 
publication success and an understanding of seminal theoretical schol-
ars (and a subsequent, if unintentional marginalization or exclusion of 
“other” voices in our field). We are aware of the challenges of contest-
ing and escaping these demands since we are part of a current academic 
system in which we aspire to have voices and be heard for our perspec-
tives that advocate for change. Nonetheless, we propose that the academic 
endeavor can be carried out with expanded, more diverse purposes than 
strictly functionality. For example, what kind of knowledge do we need to 
develop in order to achieve social transformation? What is our responsi-
bility to others in this particular place and historical moment? Thus, we 
simultaneously felt engaged with our learning, while also acknowledging 
a hunger for a deeper connection between that content and our personal 
struggles around community and an evolving sense of identity. As such, 
we were inclined to extend and stretch this curriculum so that it could 
somehow be integrated into our lived realities. There is, in this moment, 
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a dissonance between the curriculum that is meant to be functional and 
the understanding that it can only serve us functionally if it fits us as indi-
viduals—individuals with unique histories, injuries, and locations that con-
tinue to shape us. Extending that, we suggest here that duoethnography 
became a means for us as graduate students to face the curriculum, try it 
on, and explore how its dimensions could become flexible according to 
our specificities or what Pinar would call our currere.

our duoethnograPhy Process

This section contains our duoethnographic process through a polyvocal 
text (Norris, Sawyer, & Lund, 2012) that bring our identities and stories 
in a continuous dialogue. However, our experiences and narratives are not 
presented as traditional duoethnographies, which tend to be written in 
script format, dialectically moving from one participant to the other. We 
present our duoethnography as a process in which we identify three main 
moments: (1) embarking on our duoethnography through binaries and 
privilege, (2) engaging ourselves as sites of research; and (3) undergoing 
a transtemporal transformation. This organization seeks to illustrate why 
our duoethnography is distinguished from a typical conversation in which 
the identities who are speaking are not necessary at stake. As with con-
versation in general, the start and end points are artificial since conversa-
tions go beyond the limits of time and contain many starting and ending 
points simultaneously and continuously. Through this particular form of 
organizing our polyvocal texts, our intention is to illustrate how duoeth-
nography can serve graduate students and their educators as pedagogy and 
curriculum.

1. Embarking on Our Duoethnography: Binaries and Privilege

Following Norris and Sawyer’s (2004) first duoethnography, which 
examined sexual orientation in a heteronormatively framed world, we 
developed our duoethnography to examine the role of privilege in the 
development of our own scholarly identity. Reading and discussing in class 
a wide range of literature on social justice, we felt an unintelligible tension 
that we attempted to unpack/disentangle in our class conversations but 
simultaneously we did not find it appropriate to expose our inner con-
flicts as topics for academic conversations in the classroom. We believed 
that our struggles, rife with discomfort, existed in a different realm than 
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 academic knowledge, so we initially sought a more intimate, private means 
to engage with our questions. In this context, duoethnography offered us 
a means by which we could draw on personal lived experiences as sources 
for research and analysis through collaborative engagement with academic 
texts and ideas.

Although we shared a common conflict between our own privileges 
and our future scholarly identities, we experienced that tension differently. 
Kari found herself perpetually problematizing her identity as a middle- 
class, white woman working with social justice issues, whereas Claudia 
felt that being a privileged graduate student in a Western university (as 
opposed to a Chilean or Latin American university) was somehow prob-
lematic. We each encountered nuanced combinations of guilt, hypocrisy, 
and criticality, which, at the time, we felt must be resolved; we had not 
yet considered the possibility of living in and with that discomfort, and 
what it might mean to do so. One source of discomfort lay in our privi-
leged position in a global context, highlighting issues such as north–south 
poverty differentials, sustainability, and colonialism. On the other hand, 
we face daily social justice issues in our local context, as our university is 
located on unceded Musqueam land, thereby raising questions of neo- 
colonialism and unsettling settler relations; further, we are daily witnesses 
to and participants in a climate of inequity for limited graduate student 
funding opportunities. And we need not venture far from campus to wit-
ness salient issues of poverty, marginalization, and drug abuse in broader 
Vancouver communities. In light of the complexities and inequalities 
locally and globally, our project helped us to realize that perhaps the crux 
of the problem lay in our assumption that such discomfort can be “solved” 
or “overcome.” Kari’s conflict was further illustrated by her comments 
about her own privilege. Referring to her mother’s stories of immigration 
from Norway, she said:

I have this conflicting history surrounding my mother’s immigration sto-
ries, knowing that it was indeed difficult for her, but also knowing that her 
visual appearance helped her to feel a part of the normative culture, perhaps 
without her even realizing it. But one thing I know for sure is that I did 
not earn many of the privileges I carry around every day as a white person. 
Have I worked hard? Yes of course. Did my grandparents work hard to 
establish a new life in Canada? Of course. But millions of people work hard, 
and very few of them get opportunities to travel the world, live in a safe 
neighbourhood, and in my case, work toward a PhD. So as a researcher, 
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I am experiencing this tremendous conflict between how I (the idealist) feel 
about humans and migration and difference (diversity is beautiful and joy-
ful, and we need to work together to learn from one another and love one 
another—this perspective feels unsettlingly similar to a neoliberal one …) 
and how I (the critic) think about the same things (colonialism and white 
privilege created this society that privileges me and does not privilege others, 
and I am complicit in inequality regardless of what I do).

We came to problematize why and how privilege contradicts the devel-
opment of an integral scholarly identity. We found that the core of our 
conflict was related to binary conceptions. Kari’s tensions between her 
idealistic self on the one hand and her critical self on the other illustrated 
how entrenched the construction of assumed binaries can be in our per-
ceptions. Kari continued,

I have struggled all year with what I thought was a dissonance of two differ-
ent voices and different selves. I am an idealist in my heart—and have lived 
a life that allows me that luxury. Yet, I am a critic in my mind. I have spent 
the past eight months as a divided human who doesn’t know or understand 
which voice to use as I embark on the journey of academia, and this division 
has felt frustrating and disorienting. Finding my voice is still difficult.

As we unpacked our narratives of privilege, we began to realize that our 
conflicts were merely gateways for other conversations about privilege: 
How/when did we learn who is privileged and who is not? What were 
our own experiences with privilege growing up? Do privilege and social 
justice contradict one another, and, if so, in what ways? How do our his-
tories in this realm interact with our identities as scholars in social justice? 
How might our gender play a role in our research, struggles, and scholar 
identity? As we developed these lines of inquiry, we came to notice how 
we ourselves could be valuable as sites of research.

2. Sites of Research: Ourselves

As we mentioned earlier, we did not initially intend to carry out a duo-
ethnography for our inquiry. We hoped simply to learn more about the 
source of our discomfort in our doctoral program. However, duoethnog-
raphy’s flexible structure allowed us to use it not in prescriptive but in 
emergent ways (Sawyer & Norris, 2013). In addition to principles of social 
justice, duoethnography has drawn on autoethnography and narrative to 
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 challenge dominant discourses, so it seemed to be a natural tool that we 
could use for our own learning goals. Embedded in these stories we found 
valuable material to examine dominant discourses and power relationships 
we have taken for granted so far.

Discussing her childhood experiences of social class, Claudia recalled,

In contrast with my grandparents’ stories of poverty, la Minita, who raised 
my Grandma, came from a sophisticated and affluent family. All the fancy 
stuff that surrounded my childhood home was hers. She used to hold parties 
with other active socialite families and her presence was the daily reminder 
of the differences between social classes and somehow the social class hier-
archy. The predominance of social class as a social category was not only a 
distinctive aspect of my own family, but this was also replicated in many of 
the social spaces that I used to be when I was a child: the neighborhood, the 
school, the public square, and the church.

Engaging with an examination of her social, cultural, and geographic 
childhood contexts, Claudia identified how her continuous transitions 
between home and school and private and public school informed her 
understanding of social class hierarchy. She continued,

To be or not to be poor was an identity marker from an early age for me. 
I understood and felt the disadvantages of being poor as somebody who 
lacked in dignity. I attended both private and public schools and I lived in 
a suburb middle class neighborhood 15 minutes away from the neighbors 
where my public-school classmates lived, so I transited every day in between 
two social class worlds in which housing, studying, working, having fun 
were different in form according to social class. I was quite sensitive to dif-
ferences between all these practices and I was afraid to be identified as poor.

3. Transtemporal Transformation

The narration of our memories was not only an exercise of examination 
but also one of transformation. As Ng-A-Fock and Milne (2014) wrote: 
“life writing as shadow texts, as currere, enables us to revisit the past as 
a practice of unsettling the present” (p. 2). During narration, the pres-
ent helped us to reconceptualize the past as well as the past helped us to 
reconceptualize the present. As we shared our childhood stories we had 
an opportunity to foreground our unique ways of understanding expe-
rience. However, this learning was not fixed. Rather, it was subject to 
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change through a critical collaboration with each other, wherein probing 
and further questioning was necessary for transformation. Although our 
initial sense of transformation was rather to change our discomfort by 
understanding the substance of it, we came to realize that the duoeth-
nographic process helped us to understand transformation in a temporal 
continuum in which both past and present were transformed by critical 
questions. As Sawyer and Norris (2013) articulate, the goal of duoethnog-
raphy is for researchers to “seek not commonalities but differences as they 
collaboratively develop a transformative text” (p. 88). The collaboration 
between two researchers distinguishes duoethnography from autoethnog-
raphy. As Kari noted in our recorded duoethnography, “I think we have 
managed to uncover new information for ourselves through talking about 
old issues. But now that we have new layers of experiences to contribute 
to our understanding of those old issues, it creates new meaning.” The 
creation of new meaning is crucial in duoethnography for social transfor-
mation, because new meanings affect our present understanding of past 
experiences and thus our thoughts, knowledge, and behaviors in the social 
world. This process was also demonstrated by Claudia’s realization (dur-
ing our recorded duoethnography) in response to her written reflections:

Reading our written reflections I noticed how certain structures in soci-
ety can affect the perceptions, assumptions, and understandings of people 
(including children) and can influence how social groups relate each other 
in terms of values, rights, and social justice. In my case my transition from a 
private school to a public one made me be aware of social differences that I 
had not noticed clearly before.

Through our conversation and her writing, Claudia realized that her child-
hood conceptions of difference between the public and private school stu-
dents and families had more to do with classism than with actual tangible 
socio-economic differences such as the quality of housing or the provision 
of healthcare. Her views on socio-economic difference were tainted by the 
discriminatory values that were projected on her by society. Claudia said,

Now that I am talking to you I realized that what I thought, as a child, 
were big differences between my middle class neighbours and my working 
class classmates were profoundly accentuated by a framework that classified 
people by practices of distinction. I felt that there was something different 
about the nature of people, and now I realized how the discourses about 
class tinted my ideas about class difference.
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Thus, as a result of the ongoing duoethnography sessions and reflective 
writing, she now views these differences through a new lens. These exam-
ples show the interplay between past and present and demonstrate how 
duoethnography contributes to a reconceptualization of sorts.

The possibility of transformation is also what makes duoethnography 
not only a methodology but also a pedagogy: “In this way duoethnogra-
phy is a form of research but for me it is a form of pedagogy—like teaching 
ourselves and each other through conversations and the development of 
new meaning.” Here, Kari expressed how duoethnography seems to reac-
quaint the researcher and the learner with content that matters—content 
that is so frequently bracketed out of the realm of research and dismissed 
for its emotionality, its subjectivity, its fallibility. We suggest here not that 
duoethnography can or should replace the forms of research and peda-
gogy that currently occupy the sphere of influence in graduate programs, 
but that it can be used to contest aspects of systemic and structural restric-
tions that are excessively focused on functionality and productivity. This 
way of learning and challenging renders the learner a unique expression of 
historical, social–emotional, and political contexts, among others.

analysIs: duoethnograPhy as currIculum 
and Pedagogy

In alignment with the method of currere, we develop the analysis of our 
written and polyvocal texts by applying four steps of currere, as described 
by William Pinar (2010): (1) regressive, (2) progressive, (3) analytical, 
and (4) synthetical. As applied to our duoethnography, we carried out the 
regressive step through our weekly sessions by focusing on our identities 
(i.e., as a child, as a volunteer in Ghana, as undergraduate students) in rela-
tion to our conceptions and experiences of privilege. In a continuous dia-
lectical exercise, we then examined our future identities as scholars, freely 
unpacking our desires and expectations of the kind of scholars of social 
justice we aspire to. In the analytic step, we examined both past experi-
ences of privilege and future expectations of becoming an integral scholar 
of social justice. Finally, we developed a transformed attitude toward self- 
mobilization in the public sphere that we discuss further in this section.

As may be understood, these four steps are not linear in nature, but 
rather they are recursive. They are developed as a continuous collabora-
tive exercise that gradually helped to uncover the multiple layers of our 
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inquiry. We understood duoethnography as a method of inquiry that by 
itself is a contestation of an excessive and sometimes exclusive attention to 
the present moment that has allowed the maximization of curriculum of 
functionality. As this process of four steps shows, what we examine in the 
present is rooted in a complex temporal structure in which the boundar-
ies of past and future overlap with the present. We structure our analysis 
around three key concepts that illuminate duoethnography’s potential as 
a pedagogy and curriculum: Duoethnography as a complicated conversa-
tion and duoethnography as a tool for problematizing binaries.

duoethnograPhy: a comPlIcated conversatIon

In keeping with the concept of currere, we understood our duoethnog-
raphy as a complicated conversation in which, as graduate students, we 
drew on our autobiographies to develop a situated curriculum in a par-
ticular time (graduate school) and place (a Western university). What 
makes this conversation complex is the contestation of what Pinar calls 
presentism, an over-emphasis on the present moment, and a concurrent 
under- acknowledgment of the history behind our curriculum, and the 
people and structures that influenced its development. Our conversation 
responds to our dissatisfaction with the curricular content’s limited abil-
ity to help us connect to our identities as scholars of social justice within 
a community of practice. We acknowledged that we had a leading role in 
that dissatisfaction, and, as a result, we challenged ourselves to change our 
ideas. This duoethnographic conversation offered us two levels of com-
plexity: the complexity of examining the self and the temporal complexity 
that decenters the focus from the present moment.

A conversation about our autobiographies may be critiqued as overly 
self-indulgent and a re-centering of the privileged researcher; however, 
in duoethnography, the self (and we would argue, the self ’s discomfort) 
is understood as the site of research as opposed to the topic of research 
(Sawyer & Norris, 2013). In a way that is consistent with curriculum 
theory, we challenge the curriculum of higher education by shifting the 
focus from a production of disciplinary content or knowledge to an explo-
ration of our discomfort in building our identity as scholars. We drew 
on our autobiographies as valid and trustful means to examine our lived 
experience in curricular conversation. As sites rather than subjects of our 
research, we examined our assumptions and interrogated our identities, 
exploring the interplay between former and future selves. Kari pointed 
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out: “I think we have managed to uncover new information for ourselves 
through talking about old issues—but now that we have new layers of 
experiences to contribute to our understanding of those old issues, it cre-
ates new meaning.” In approaching our research this way, we challenged 
presentism by “self-consciously cultivating the temporal structures of sub-
jectivity, a lived complexity in which difference does not dissolve onto a 
flatted presentistic social surface” (Pinar, 2010, p. 179).

Duoethnography provided us with the methodological tools to carry 
on the examination of ourselves. When we started our weekly sessions, 
we had a contradictory feeling in which, on the one hand, we knew this 
conversation was crucial for our identity development, but, on the other 
hand, we felt it was separate from academic knowledge. However, through 
this process we realized that contrary to our assumptions, the academic 
(theoretical, pragmatic) content and the personal (emotional, historical) 
content were intimately intertwined and not tidily polarized, as is often 
suggested in false binaries between the intellectual and the emotional. As 
Claudia recalled about the duoethnographic process: “Although we put 
ourselves in the middle of the conversations, what we did was decenter the 
subject because we did not talk about ourselves or our dispositions.” We 
talked finally how discourses about class, gender, whiteness, and privilege 
played out through ourselves. We put ourselves as material or artefact of 
our analysis.” Our histories and how we described them contained larger 
societal discourses which were related somehow to narratives of superiority 
and oppression (Said, 1993) embedded in historical and cultural contexts.

In the everyday of these particular contexts, individuals internalize 
practices of dominance. We realized through sharing our historical nar-
ratives the degree to which we had internalized notions of dominance 
and privilege. Although at the onset of our conversations we focused on 
our personal experiences, the process of critical collaboration seemed to 
invoke an attention to the institutional, national, and transnational struc-
tures undergirding our perspectives (Sawyer & Norris, 2013), and in 
some cases, we became aware of how those structures and our positional-
ity within them threaten our aspiration for a continual pursuit of scholarly 
integrity. Working collaboratively allowed us to identify those narratives, 
question and challenge them as a way of resisting dominant discourses. 
We did not emerge from our exhaustive conversations as the same learners 
we had once been; instead, a counter-discourse emerged that provided us 
the grounds to bring forward in academic discussion academics’ autobi-
ographies as needed sources for making sense and contesting knowledge.
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This complicated conversation was possible because of our commit-
ment to each other in building a trustful space for our interactions as the 
distinctive duoethnography’s principle of ethics. We knew that in order to 
face the discomfort, we had to delve into memories that could be pain-
ful, and that could render us vulnerable to one another. This commit-
ment to a reflexivity that not only looks at the self but also examines the 
self ’s assumptions and complicity in a larger web of interconnection laid 
a vital foundation for our project because it required trust between us as 
colleagues. Thus, the complexity of our duoethnography project was pre-
mised on a healthy respect for one another’s vulnerability, and it allowed 
us to illuminate a key source of our discomfort: the unnecessary construc-
tion of binaries.

duoethnograPhy: a tool for ProblematIzIng 
bInarIes

Early in our duoethnography sessions, we encountered the problematic 
nature of our binary construction, and the way that these binaries impose 
a contradiction between becoming scholars of integrity in our privileged 
contexts. We illustrate this tension through Kari’s metaphor of a push- 
and- pull struggle between the idealist and the critic. Over the course of 
our three-month project, our conception of this tension shifted: Where we 
once felt ashamed or paralyzed, our naming of the problem helped us to 
mobilize it. Referring to these encounters, Claudia stated,

This is the connection that I see between your tension and mine, is that we 
both felt kind of ashamed of being in that privileged position when we want 
to research topics of disadvantage. So in that sense, the movement that you 
did between opposite binaries, like you said between the idealist and the 
critic, is very important to illustrate how these feelings of shame affect our 
understanding of researcher identity.

We sought to locate the in-between spaces of the two opposing voices (the 
idealist and the critic) and we stayed there as long as possible. Considering 
how duoethnography helped us as a methodology for self-examination, 
Kari reflected,

and for me it was important to feel that connection, or at least try to under-
stand how I can reconcile all the ideas of the idealist within me, with a lot 
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of the literature and my cognitive and emotional alignment with the critic, 
especially around social justice or the work that we do in our department.

Examining the in-between spaces week after week allowed us the use of 
duoethnography to consistently build new and ongoing ways of examin-
ing ourselves:

I feel that through our conversations, it is like we have become better 
equipped to frame our privilege differently and to talk through the points 
that were really holding us back. … But through talking about it I sort of 
started to understand how I can reconcile being a white privileged woman 
from the west with doing research about ethical international engagement, 
particularly around international service learning. But it has always been a 
struggle for me, and it should remain a struggle, because to be doing this 
work, we should always be critiquing our own positionality and the ways 
that we’re complicit in inequality. It’s important to note that understanding 
our own complicity doesn’t necessarily lead to change, but it does comprise 
an essential element of political action. But this duoethnography series has 
been formative for me; I still remember what you said when we were talking 
about—that I don’t have to choose between these two stands, that I do not 
have one or the other in this binary. And from that, we began talking about 
our physical reactions and physical feelings related to these tensions—like 
feeling the struggle in the pit of our stomach; it opened up a new line of 
inquiry I hadn’t thought too deeply about before.

We intentionally discussed the problematization and observation of bina-
ries rather than a balancing of binaries. As Claudia pointed out, “trying 
to stay in the middle of those two identities (the idealist and the critic) is 
not about balance; it is about understanding that there is an important 
thing that is happening between them that it has to do with, for example, 
interconnectedness.” Kari added, “and that the tension and the conversa-
tion in between the two of them is ongoing and it is not meant to end.” 
In the simplest of terms, we realized through this project that the very 
things we were fighting to “resolve” and “overcome”—the discomfort 
and the tension—were a great source of our learning and, especially in the 
work of social justice, were supposed to be there. Megan Boler’s “pedagogy 
of discomfort” is helpful here for highlighting the essential role of binaries 
in opening up spaces for learning and creativity: “The recognition of our 
ethical dilemmas as ‘intrinsically paradoxical,’ the recognition that contra-
dictory beliefs and desires may coexist, provides creative spaces to inhabit” 
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(p. 197). She contends that rather than trying to resolve these paradoxes, 
we “take discomfort as an approach: an approach to how we see”; extend-
ing this, Boler suggests that in doing so, we learn to “bear witness to 
ourselves” as a way of both teaching and learning (p. 197).

Problematizing these binaries helped us to observe, reframe and extend 
our inquiry around what it means to be a graduate student and researcher 
in relation to our lived histories and personal identities. Our duoethno-
graphic conversations have aided in our unlearning of fixed ideas of privi-
lege, so that where once our question was, “How can I be a researcher 
and educator in this field when I understand my privileged position as an 
embodiment or an expression of inequality?,” now our questions might 
instead be, “What is my narrative and my identity, and how can my posi-
tionality serve my contribution? How might I ensure that my work is 
guided by an ongoing critique of my privilege and unequal power struc-
tures, without allowing the inner critic to halt my work altogether? How 
can I bear witness to the binaries I construct and how might this in- 
between space inform my work as a scholar?” We realized that on a daily 
basis we had been constructing these binaries, and, through our project, 
we also observed how we had done so as Claudia said: “I have seen myself 
reproducing the same fixed categories that we have examined through 
these conversations in day-to-day situations, and now because of our con-
versations my aspiration is to be aware of and change that. Now I think 
that I will be more aware of those binaries.”

concludIng remarks

Through our own experience with duoethnography as a learning tool, 
we hope to have illustrated its potential methodologically, pedagogically, 
and in terms of curriculum, specifically, in this case, graduate studies. 
In particular, we ourselves gained benefits in these arenas through the 
development of a sense of community and identity, which was brought 
about through duoethnographic conversations. While two people do not 
a community make, we used the methodology to build a sense of intimacy 
and vulnerability with one another, but we also continuously carry the 
learnings with us into many spaces in the university and beyond. This 
project therefore helped us bridge our personal narratives with academic 
knowledge. While this project has been helpful for its bridging qualities on 
a personal level and in building a sense of intimacy in our immediate schol-
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arly community, we also acknowledge the limits of its effectiveness within 
a highly traditional and structured institution: vulnerability and emotion 
have long been marginalized within academia, and, in some senses, duo-
ethnography risks endangering participants’ perceived value in a system 
that rewards rationality, sureness, and infallibility. Duoethnography, of 
course, is antithetical to all three of these concepts: Its intimate nature 
often raises emotions, thoughts, and ineffable issues that fall outside the 
realm of rational understanding; its personal and reflective qualities can 
unearth critical self- examination that is too often seen as a problem of 
self-doubt or a lack of confidence in one’s knowledge; and, finally, the 
vulnerable aspect of duoethnography insists upon an honest inquiry into 
our fallibility and the strategies and ideas that “fail” to serve our goals and 
the goals of communities we serve. So it is with caution that we uphold 
duoethnography as a strategy for building an intimate sense of community 
within an institutional landscape that appears to work toward dissonant 
goals from those we propose in this chapter. Nonetheless, we contend 
that, when used creatively, duoethnography may be integrated into a grad-
uate program to assist students with conversations that examine assump-
tions, histories, and personal relationships to societal structures. However, 
we do not propose that duoethnography is a cure-all solution to a much 
larger, more complex problem within academia; instead, it can be thought 
of as one strategy or starting point in the quest for a graduate education 
program that is marked by vulnerability, intimate community relation-
ships, and enlightening fallibility. By sharing narratives with one another 
in face-to-face dialogue, students may be further encouraged to reflect 
upon their own tensions in the graduate journey, and how these tensions 
relate to their absorption of the standardized curriculum. While serving 
to teach students about themselves and their relationship to curriculum, 
duoethnography can also develop a sense of community and alleviate some 
of the issues of isolation that are shown to so negatively affect graduate 
student achievement.

Inspired by the idea that conversations, duoethnographic or otherwise, 
are not merely rooted in the present but are rather continuous and ever-
transforming, we conclude not with anything “tidy” or definitive. Instead, 
we hope our narrative serves as a jumping-off point for extended discus-
sions around the use of duoethnography as a methodology and simultane-
ously as a helpful tool in using curriculum and pedagogy to contest aspects 
of an education system that does not serve the broader goals of social jus-
tice. What began as a spark of discomfort in our graduate program fueled 
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a curiosity around our identities, our lived histories, and their role in our 
capacity to learn a standardized curriculum while also finding our scholarly 
voices. We used duoethnography as a learning tool on a weekly basis, and 
discovered that our discomfort, which resulted from paradoxical, binary 
identities, ought not be banished but, rather, ought to be observed and 
celebrated as a space of learning—a space that is meant to be contested, 
emotional, and ambiguous in any field, but especially in the realm of social 
justice. It is quite likely that as long as social structures continue to value 
profit and functionality over justice, we will continue to feel the tensions 
raised here; however, duoethnography provides a tool within the current 
system for critical conversation and political contestation.
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