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The Re-framing of Practice: Writing anecdotes as a tool for critical reflection 

Michèle McGill, University of Southern Queensland, michele.mcgill@usq.edu.au 

 

A person has observed a stained glass window from the road many times and marvelled at its 

beauty.  One day an opportunity arises whereby that person can enter the building to view the 

window from the inside.  The initial perceptions are now intensified, expanded and deepened as 

the detail is viewed, appreciated and understood.  How has the ʻoutsideʼ perception changed now 

that the inside has been seen? 

 

Abstract 

This research is about how beginning and experienced teachers can use anecdotes as a tool to 

step inside their own understandings of themselves as learners and teachers and gain greater 

appreciation of themselves as professional educators.  The challenge is to develop tools and 

strategies which promote a dialogical process whereby the professional educator can engage in 

critical reflection in a private and public professional conversation in an ongoing safe and 

supportive context.  The focus of this research has been to investigate how a specific tool, 

anecdote, can be used by beginning and experienced teachers to engage in a critically reflective 

dialogue about their tacit knowledge and understandings of learning and teaching, their role as 

teachers and how their practice is or could be affected by those understandings. 

 

The writing and re-writing of an anecdote provides an opportunity and means to assist teachers to 

comprehend what has happened; to appreciate and accept that their view is always partial (in both 

senses of the word), and that through dialogue with their peers they can perceive, understand and 

capture both the complexity and ʻaccuracyʼ of the incident. 

 

The key findings reported here relate to the changes which occurred during the re-writing process 

and how this is reflected in an increased depth of understanding of the events, reactions and in 

particular how this ʻre-memberingʼ might influence current and future practice. 

 

Introduction 

Teaching has been described as “…the most privatized of all public professions” (Palmer, 1999, p. 

142).  For many teachers, their understanding, skills, knowledge, values and intents become 

overlaid with the daily experiences of classroom life and become part of their tacit knowledge of 

teaching.  Teachers often do things because they feel right and they work (Freire, 1972; Schön, 

1983 and 1990; Tochon and Munby, 1993; Wasley, 1994).  As teachers progress through their 

teaching careers they tend to accumulate stories of experiences that guide their practice (Loughran 

and Northfield, 1996).  However, these stories can be both a benefit and a hindrance.  The stories 

may be used to illuminate current problems and, as a result of experience also frame 

understandings into models of pedagogy that guide practice (Russell and Munby, 1991).  However, 

these frames built over years of experience can solidifyʼ and run ahead of the specific current 

events and context and result in a response that may well become habitual rather than necessarily 

reflective. 

 

Dislodging the beliefs and often tacit values is difficult and even painful (Eraut, 1994; Gore and 

Zeichner 1995; Olson, 1992; Schön, 1983).  For many teachers these beliefs and values are part of 

who they are, part of their self-concept, give direction and meaning to the individual understandings 

oneʼs personal pedagogy.  Yet when there is an opportunity to reflect on practice, tacit knowledge 

can be tapped, examined and re-valued.  The use of reflection and reframing can therefore assist 

teachers to question their stable states, to re-assess unquestioned assumptions and add new 

understandings to their personal pedagogy.  By looking and re-looking at their experiences through 

these stories, teachers may begin to find their voice, the sound of their beliefs about what they do 

as teachers when they interact with learners and peers.  
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The use of narratives such as stories, critical incidents and, anecdotes can provide an entry into 

teachersʼ lives and their understanding of those events which have shaped or are shaping their 

understandings of their professional practice and pedagogy (Clemente and Ramirez, 2008; 

Connelly and Clandinin, 1990; Coulter,Charles and Paynor, 2007; Doecke, Brown and Loughran, 

2000; Doyle and Carter, 2003; Jalongo, Isenberg and Gerbracht, 1995; LaBoskey and Cline, 2000; 

Lancy, 1993; McNiff, 2007; Moon and Fowler, 2000; Xu and Connelly, 2008). 

 

The use of anecdote (van Manen, 1999), a specialised form of narrative or story, can be used to 

spotlight, magnify and explore events and their meaning in teachers' lives.  Because of the very 

specific grammar, ( i.e. key features), the brevity of the tale, its immediacy and personal 

perspective, and the requirement of the punch line, many teachers have found anecdotes to be an 

interesting and inviting way of reconsidering practice (Loughran, 2010; van Manen, 1999).  

Anecdotes as tool for critical reflection 

An anecdote as defined by the Concise Oxford English Dictionary (2002) is a “narrative of a 

detached incident, or a single event, told as being in itself interesting and striking”.  These short 

tales produce clear, powerful and often poignant reflections despite sometime being reviled as the 

“…dime store of history” (de Goncourt, E. and J 1904 as cited in Gossman 2003, p. 152).  These 

tales are about a past event -often one when the writer was a learner, observing another teacher or 

an event - in the teaching life of the writer.  This literary genre requires one to focus on specifics - 

the events, persons, the details of context.  The tight structure of an anecdote with its dramatic 

three- part structure of situation, encounter or crisis and resolution marked by a ʻpointeʼ (Gossman, 

2003) provides a perimeter to frame that specific event, to give it concrete form and allow the writer 

the opportunity to climb Deweyʼs metaphorical tree (Dewey, 1933). 

The features as defined by van Manen (1999, p.20) of an anecdote are as follows: 

 

1. it is a very short and simple story 

2. it usually relates one incident 

3. it begins close to the central idea 

4. includes important concrete detail 

5. it often contains several quotes 

6. it closes quickly after the climax 

7. it requires punctum for the punch line 

 

Central to the process and purpose of anecdotes is reflection.  However, to define reflection can be 

somewhat problematic as definitions of reflection, its application within learning, teaching and even 

teacher education abound with little consensus (Calderhead, 1989; Grimmett, Erickson, MacKinnon 

and Riecken, 1990, Korthagen and Lagerwerf, 2001; Loughran, 2010; Munby and Russell, 1993; 

Phelan, 1997; Postholm, 2008; Shulman, 1999; Tom, 1985).  However, across the diversity of 

definitions for reflection, there appears to be an underlying assumption that teachers should use 

logical, rational, step-by-step analyses of their own teaching and the contexts in which the teaching 

occurs (Korthagen, 1993).  This commonsense definition can be expanded to include and value the 

exploration of oneʼs perceptions and understandings of a specific experience (Dewey, 1933) and 

regard the experience in a critical manner and maybe change behaviour based on that critical 

reflection.  Reflection could therefore be regarded as the process whereby one frames and re-

frames problematic experiences and understandings.  To find answers to a problematic experience 

one has to cope with uncertainty, disequilibrium and even confusion as a new ways of seeing, 

hearing and feeling past events (Schön, 1983; Lee and Loughran, 2000). 

 

The writing and reading of anecdotes appear to work well for teachers because: 
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1. The fairly strict guidelines of the genre of anecdote force the writer to focus, to distill the 

essence of the event. There is no room for extra information to cloud, obscure or even conceal 

the meaning. 

 

2. The telling, writing and multiple re-writings reinforces this distilling of the essence of the tale. 

Within words and sentences are “our preunderstandings and distortions” (Gitlin and Goldstein, 

1987, p. 106) and these need to be spotlighted.  The telling, writing and analysis of the 

anecdote provides a vehicle for what Shor described as an “illumination of reality” (1986, p. 

422); a way to make sense of our experiences to ourselves (Kwamena Kwansah-Aidoo 2000); 

an organising concept to develop critical thinking and critical reflection (Brookfield, 1995; 

Jalongo et al, 1995; van Manen 1999).  This re-writing process provides a framework to 

analyse, frame and re-frame the events and responses.  The sharing, re-writing and editing 

processes enables and encourages the teachers to move through the technical, contextual and 

confrontational levels of reflection (Smyth, 1987) to uncover and clarify their understandings of 

the events described in the anecdote. 

 

3. The use of concrete details and quotes provides the opportunity for personal response and 

immediacy for both writer and reader.  The tales gain a presence, a present reality whereby the 

writer and the reader may become a part of that experience, albeit vicariously. 

 

4. The discussion with peers and the process of horizontal evaluation with peers (Gitlin and 

Goldstein, 1987) provides space for the teacher to step away from the event, to verbalise to 

others and themselves what is essential about the tale.  Reflection through private journalling 

can lead to a one-way conversation with one-self.  Through discussion with others a 

conversation (Yinger, 1990) is generated in spoken or written form which provides a vehicle for 

the writer and listener/reader to critically reflect on their own and other tales, a means to unlock 

beliefs, perceptions, assumptions and experiences (Kwamena Kwansah-Aidoo, 2000), a 

direction to focus their reflection and lastly a strategy to encourage teachers to move beyond 

the technical to the contextual and especially confrontational levels of reflection. 

 

Purpose of the Research 

The purpose of this research was to investigate how teachers can reframe their intentions and 

beliefs about their practice through the processes of reading, writing and re-writing of an anecdote 

about a personal learning or teaching experience.  The writing and re-writing provided an 

opportunity and means to assist teachers to comprehend what has happened; to appreciate and 

accept that their view is always partial (in both senses of the word), and that through dialogue with 

their peers, others and especially themselves they can perceive, understand and capture both the 

complexity and accuracy of the incident (Isaacs, 1999).   

Research Questions 

(a)  Overarching Research Question 

How does the process of interrogating lived educational experiences through the use of anecdotes 

assist teachers reframe their intentions and beliefs about their practice?  

 

(b)  Embedded Question 

How does the experience of writing and re-writing the anecdote influence and assist in reframing 

their practice? 

 

Methodology 

 



Paper Code: 00603 
 

AARE 2011 Conference Proceedings  4 

 

Participants 

There were 20 participants from Tasmania involved in the data collection engaged in an In-Service 

course focussing on studying teaching.  The group included male and female respondents; 

representatives from the following teaching sectors: teacher aide, early childhood, primary, 

secondary, college and Technical and Further Education; teachers in state and private school 

systems, full time and part time teachers; and beginning and experienced teachers. 

 

Table 1: Gender distribution of participants 

Male Female 

4 16 

 

Table 2: Teaching sector of participants 

Teacher 

Aide 

ECE/Primary Primary Secondary/College TAFE 

3 3 7 6 1 

 

Table 3: Mode of teaching service 

 Teacher 

Aide 

ECE Primary Secondary College TAFE Relief or 

multi-

grade 

Full Time  1 1 4 1 1  

Part-time 5  2    2 

Part-

time/Full 

time 

  1    2 

(c)   

(d)  Procedure 

There were four steps to the process:  

1. The development of the skills to write an anecdote; 

2. the discussion with their peers of the meaning of the tale during a face-to-face discussion; 

3.  the re-writing of the anecdote with a coda linked the research literature to the theoretical, 

conceptual and value issues raised in the anecdote, and  

4. follow-up telephone interviews. 

 

Prior to the first class the students were required to write a draft anecdote which was to be shared 

with the group.  The students were provided with a detailed article (van Manen 1999) on how to 

write an anecdote, that is the key features and a number of examples which exemplified those 

features.  The second stage, the in-class work, involved the sharing, polishing and clarifying the 

intent of the writer and the meaning of the tale, in a supportive and yet critically reflective manner.  

The next stage was the final editing and publishing of their tales and a critical reflection on the 
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issues raised by the anecdote as a coda to their tale.  The first three steps: the telling, writing, re-

writing and discussion were used to bring interpretations of an experience into a visible, 

discussable and tangible form in a safe context. 

 

The final step, individual interviews, were conducted by telephone and recorded approximately 6 

months later.  Prior to the interview being formally recorded, a brief data sheet was completed to 

provide details on gender, teaching sector, any area of teaching expertise, years of teaching, 

whether a formal teaching qualification had been completed, whether they taught full time or part 

time or relief and a self-report on where they would place themselves on the Novice-Expert 

continuum (Berliner, 2004, 1988).  The completion of the data sheet served three functions: 

 

1. The time was used to ensure volume levels were satisfactory for recording in a non- 

 threatening manner;  

2. important contextual data was collected and a comfortable non-threatening 

 conversational climate established (Shuy, 2002). 

 

This process was completed in 6-10 minutes.  The interview was then conducted using the 

previously sent schedule of questions as the interview framework with probe questions and 

clarifications introduced as prompted by each respondentʼs answers.  Respondents were informed 

that notes were being taken during the interview to provide clarification in case the tape recording 

was unclear and to assist the interviewer in the final re-cap.  Each interview took approximately 30 

minutes for the formal recording phase.  Prior to the conclusion of each interview, the responses to 

each question were re-capped by the interviewer and respondents were given the opportunity to 

add to or clarify any of their responses.  This process of re-capping provided a space for initial data 

analysis by beginning to clarify potential ambiguities or confusions and to check if the interviewerʼs 

interpretations were what the interviewee had intended. (Rosenblatt, 2003)  The final question ʻAre 

there any last things you would like to add?ʼ provided the opportunity for the respondents to 

synthesise their thoughts and to add other information not elicited by the formal questions.  At this 

stage the tape was stopped and the next stage of verification was explained. 

 

Limitations 

(e)  Telephone interviews 

It was necessary to use telephone interviews as I had re-located to Queensland and all the 

respondents lived in various locations in Tasmania.  Initially this was viewed as a potential 

limitation, however the use of telephone interviews overcame constraints of location, economics 

and time in terms of travel and time zones (Shuy, 2002).  Each interview required approximately 30 

minutes, but because of our prior working relationship and the desire of the participants to discuss 

in detail their responses (many had made detailed notes prior to the interview) the usual arguments 

against long telephone interviews were not realised (Shuy, 2002).  In addition, a professional 

relationship had been established with the cohorts through our time together in the Tasmanian 

Summer School residentials; all were volunteers; the teacher-student power relationship had had 

time to become blurred and fade; and the non face-to-face context provided unexpected 

advantages.  The respondents could be in their homes (a safe and comfortable context), they had 

the time to consider their answers and consult their notes in privacy, and not feel they had to look 

at the interviewer when constructing their responses.  The benefits to the interviewer were being 

able to take detailed notes in an unobtrusive manner; to feel comfortable in allowing those spaces 

for thought and silence and to focus on the responses and not on the personal distractions and 

social protocols of conversation which can occur in face-to-face interviews (Burns, 2000).  This last 

benefit was invaluable when needing to re-cap the responses and in drawing out and clarifying the 

meaning of specific responses and the use of specific words and phases (Judd, Smith and Kidder, 

1991). 



Paper Code: 00603 
 

AARE 2011 Conference Proceedings  6 

 

(f)  Memory, Narratives and Life stories 

 

When listening to or reading anecdotes, stories or even life histories the issues of accuracy of 

memory is of concern.  Is this story a snapshot accurately frozen in time, a recollection, a flashbulb 

memory (Brewer, 1996), an interpreted representation (Brewer, 1996) or is it a “…present 

construction of a past, present and future life” (Rosenthal, 1993, p.60)?  Conway (1996) proposes 

that we have three types of autobiographical memories: 

 

1. Lifetime periods which are general, often abstract and measured in years. e.g. my 

 teen years, when the kids were little. 

 

2. General events which are measured in months and are often events repeated in 

 oneʼs life. e.g. birthdays, family celebrations, and maybe weddings, learning to drive. 

 

3. Specific events which are often clearly recalled in terms of exact time, location and 

 people present.  These are often those flashbulb memories such as a response to the 

question, ʻWhat were you doing when you first heard about September 11?ʼ  These are 

often accompanied by sensory recall. e. g. remembering smells, sounds (Brewer, 1988). 

 

How we tell or write these narratives depends on the present context of place, time and players 

(Freeman, 1993; Rosenwald and Ochberg, 1992).  Our memories become multilevel and movable 

in terms of how they are recalled, understood and told.  Subjectivity and positionality are at the 

centre of the process (Reissman, 1993).  Mishler, (1992) would claim oneʼs past is viewed and 

understood by oneʼs present sense of self, a position supported by psychologists and philosophers  

such as Brewer (1996) and Freeman (1993).  The anecdotes told by Phase 1 interviewees fit into 

Conwayʼs (1996) category 3.  Many commented on how they could see the event, hear the words 

and even see themselves in the context of the anecdote.  However, it became clear in the 

interviews that their understandings were influenced by the writing and re-writing in a current 

context of becoming a teacher.  These were recollections (Freeman, 1993) which were being 

selected and reinterpreted by adults for a particular audience.  This does not mean that they are 

fiction rather they are the truth as the teller now remembers and understands it in their current 

context. 

(g)  Trustworthiness and Credibility 

The notions of plausibility, credibility and trustworthiness are crucial in research using narrative as 

the research means (Polkinghorne, 2007).  Researchers such as Barone, (1992); Connelly and 

Clandinin (1990) and van Manen, (1990) believe that the traditional definitions of validity and 

reliability are not applicable in this form of narrative research a position disputed by Phillips (1994).  

The criteria (credibility, transferablity, dependability and confirmability) suggested by Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) provided a framework to address the need and means to address the importance of 

the trustworthiness of the data collection and analysis methods. 

 

The telling of the truth was for some interviewees seen as part of their role in the interview whereas 

for others the truth is presented as one would to a stranger especially in the initial stages of the 

interview.  One aspect of trustworthiness which needed to be considered was how does a retelling 

perspective affect the recall if the form, content, purpose and emphasis of a story is shaped and 

constrained by the context, for example the role of the listener/reader and the physical time and 

place, in which it is told.  The telling and re-telling is a creative process which can lead to qualitative 

and quantitative changes, for example the positioning and perspective of the teller in relation to the 

current context, the purpose in re-telling and decisions on what to include or exclude in the re-

telling (Dudukovic, Marsh and Tversky, 2004).  “We have a goal in mind during retelling that 

determines what event details are included, how they are described, and how we weave them 

together” (Dudukovic, Marsh and Tversky, 2004, p. 142).  There are multiple truths.  
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For this group, the effect of these limitations was reduced as we had developed a trusting 

relationship in our time working together during their study.  The Phase One interview for each 

participant included a time when they quickly re-told the story which could be checked against the 

original written anecdote and the interview provided a space where both parties were able to 

participate in what Widdershoven (1993) defines as an edifying dialogue for the joint construction of 

understanding and redefinition where opportunity was provided for transfer of those understandings 

to new contexts. 

 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation 

and member checking assist in establishing trustworthiness.  Phase 1 participants had worked 

directly with the researcher for one semester and for those participating in the inquiry, albeit at a 

distance, with the setting up of interviews, the interview itself and the verification process.  All 

interviews were verified by the interviewees and during the interview the interviewer was able to 

check accuracy and understandings, add later thoughts and clarify meaning and intents.  To assist 

in replicability, each step of the research process had been carefully tracked and described above.  

In addition, the written anecdotes provided a data set for later research where the readers were 

asked to identify why they had chosen a specific anecdote.  In all cases the reasons chosen 

matched the reasons given by the writer of the anecdote, giving further weight for the 

trustworthiness of the data set. 

Results and Discussion 

 

The topics of the anecdotes were varied, written from the perspectives of themselves as learners, 

as teachers and observers of other teachers.  Life in the classroom is “…shot through with 

uncertainty” (Bauman 1993 as cited in Buzelli and Johnston 2002, p. 11).  The classroom is an 

arena where teachersʼ personal and professional beliefs and values - the ways they engage in the 

constant moment-to-moment, day-to-day negotiations, the appropriateness and meaningfulness of 

solutions reached to solve immediate contextualised problems, the what and how we teach, and 

how we treat children - are on public display (Buzelli and Johnston 2002). 

 

Nearly all of the anecdotes had comments on the social values, codes of conduct (Kwamena 

Kwansah-Aidoo 2000) and moral implications of teaching and learning as learners and 

practitioners.  Teaching is a moral activity, because it is founded upon a relationship which involves 

making decisions and taking actions that influence the social, emotional, intellectual and moral 

development of others in oneʼs care (Buzelli and Johnston 2002, p.10). 

 

The themes addressed justice and often injustice in a classroom; how a sense of self was 

supported or undermined; the discrepancies between what was said and what was done; the role 

of oneʼs values and beliefs being challenged or supported and how a single event can make a 

difference.  

 

(h)  Interview Questions 

The interviewees were asked the following questions? 

 

a. Where would you rate yourself on the Novice – Expert continuum? 

b. How many times did you write and/or re-write your anecdote? 

c. How did the writing and re-writing process change the anecdote? 

d. How did the re-writing process change your understanding of the events and 

 meaning of your anecdote? 

e. How has your practice been affected through this process of writing and re-writing an 

 anecdote?  



Paper Code: 00603 
 

AARE 2011 Conference Proceedings  8 

 

 

Initial overview of group participants in relation to gender, teaching sector, personal 

appraisal on Novice-Expert continuum and number of drafts 

 

Table 4: Number of drafts written 

 

ID Gender Sector Novice-Expert Number of 

Drafts 

1 F Primary Proficient 3 

2 M Secondary Competent Refined draft 

3 M Secondary Comp/Prof 1 

4 F Primary Advanced Beg 2 

5 F Primary Proficient 2 

6 F VET Competent 6-10 

7 F Primary Advanced Beg unknown 

8 M Secondary Expert 2 

9 F Primary Advanced Beg 6 

10 F Secondary Competent 3 

11 F TA Advanced Beg 4-5 

12 F ECE/Primary Advanced Beg 3 

13 F TA Novice 2 

14 F ECE Nov/Adv Beg 1-2 

15 M Secondary Proficient 1-2 

16 F ECE/VET Proficient 3-4 

17 F Primary Proficient Many 

18 F ECE Advanced Beg 3 

19 F Primary Proficient 1 

20 F Secondary Expert  1 

 

The numbers are too small to make any generalisations in terms of sector or gender or even 

Novice-Expert attribution.  However, it would appear that for many the need to get it ʻrightʼ was very 

important. 

 

Reasons for the Re-writes 

 

Table 5: Reasons for Re-Writes 

 

Too long 9 

Refined focus 14 

Getting to kernel of the 

anecdote 

5 

Polished the artefact 6 

Choice of words for impact 4 

No changes 2 

 

The word limitation of 25-300 words clearly impacted on reasons for the re-write and continued 

after the initial face-to face session.  This limitation acted as a force to clarify key meanings for the 

final product, linking strongly to the first two reasons as to why the writing of anecdotes as a tool is 

an effective means to clarify and refine meanings through critical reflection. 
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(i)  Sample Comments: 

 

I think my first attempt was about a thousand.  I think I was getting it off my chest.  Then 

I sort of halved it because I bound it in with an incident where I heard my husband 

explaining something to one of my twin daughters. 

 

Well certainly I was able to refine the whole process.  When I first wrote it, it was 

probably twice as long and quite frankly it was full of quite a lot of stuff that wasnʼt 

necessary or didnʼt need to be there and sort drew the whole process out.  At the end 

when I had finished with a product that really just said what needed to be said and what 

the listener needed to read or know and so because of that the impact was there and 

the interest.  Yeh when I first started there was a lot of background.  But at the end I had 

something less than a page that said it all and had impact with it. 

 

I wanted to make sure that they understood just the trepidation, and the fear and the 

anxiety of the incident. 

Rationale for the Re-writing process 

Table 6: Reasons for changes made to the original anecdote  

 

Changes 1-3 4-5 6-10 

Conscious of 

choosing the right 

words – accuracy, 

emotion, tone  

 

Making it real, 

entertaining, reader 

friendly 

 

Capturing the 

emotion 

 

Importance of order 

of events, details, 

accuracy 

 

Understanding why it 

upset me 

 

Reflecting and 

learning while-

rewriting (2) 

 

Identifying what was 

important 

3 

 

 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

1 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

2 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10 

 

 

The need to be clear for themselves and their readers was paramount.  The past actions were not 

condoned, but now there was some understanding of why they had happened.  This was a task 

perceived as authentic, relevant and valuable to themselves and as teachers.  All four reasons for 

why this narrative form produces such clear, powerful and often poignant reflections.  
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(j)  Sample Comments: 

Well the writing of it was a process of just remembering it, and putting it down.  And 

then when I had to rewrite it, that's when I sort of started to connect with the emotions 

of the situation.  

 

When you get the chance to re-write it you actually start to put things in the order that 

you remember them actually happening.  And then other things drop into your mind 

and you think ʻOh well this actually occurred as well and it is just as relevant as the 

other piece of the informationʼ.  So it makes the anecdote become more accurate. 

 

The first one I was just getting down the story.  The second time I was looking a bit 

more critically at the impact it had on me and what he was doing in pedagogy styles I 

guess.  And the third time I was trying to get it all together. 

 

It is in the writing and re-writing that the key benefits of the anecdotes were realised.  Many 

commented that the word limit forced them to focus, to distil the essence of the tale and that during 

this process they became very clear in their own minds why this tale had meant so much to them, 

what their role was within it, how their understandings as a child were not those of the present adult 

and for some an understanding of why that teacher may have behaved in that manner.  This was 

particularly clear for a person who had been demeaned by an expert maths teacher and who now 

is an expert German teacher.  

 

I can appreciate the frustration of that teacher who was teaching at a very high level 

and once a week or twice a week she had to come and sit with the dimmos. 

Change in understandings 

Table 7: Understandings gained through the processes of writing and re-writing 

Understandings gained 1-3 

Responses 

4-5 Responses 6-10 

Responses 

Learnt about myself 2   

Importance of relations 

with students 

2   

Catharsis 1   

No changes 3   

Memory was black and 

white, had not 

considered other 

reasons or perspectives 

1   

Importance of details of 

people, place and 

sequence of events 

1   

Validation of self and 

own beliefs 

2   

Role of trust and 

integrity 

1   

Theory and practice are 

not always the same 

1   

Greater understanding 

and some appreciation 

of the teachersʼ actions 

  6 
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This question prompted some fascinating revelations.  They began to question themselves why the 

story had remained so strong in their memories; was their memory accurate and how did that 

memory connect with their understandings of themselves as teachers in the present. 

 

(k)  Sample Comments: 

Now when I can reflect back on it by using this I am able to learn some things for myself 

about myself and also about how important it is to have from a teaching perspective to 

form relationships and have trust and integrity. 

 

The fact that just throwing children into groups is not going to necessarily bring about 

the benefits that the literature says that that particular strategy will bring about. 

 

I realised that what it was all about was actually putting the needs of the students before 

the curriculum.  And that was actually why I thought it was important.  The emotional 

needs of the students.  If they are too emotional, that they canʼt put it aside out of their 

lives and take on board what youʼre teaching as a teacher.  And I hadnʼt realised that. 

 

I think we remember everything about the incident and I do about mine almost in black 

and white.  No shades of grey.  And what happened was what happened and you are 

not looking for other reasons or perspectives.  I think thatʼs probably what I looked at 

more when it came to writing the coda. 

 

I think it did and helped me to rationalise what was actually happening and what the 

event meant to me.  Something I had had difficulty in doing previously. 

 

Changes to personal practice 

 

This was analysed from two perspectives: 

 

i. Theme throughout anecdote and interview 

ii. Application to current practice 
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Thematic consistency 

 

Table 8: Consistency of theme throughout anecdote and interview 

 

Need for learners to understand themselves 

 

2 

Need for trust, respect and relationship with 

learners. May be more important than 

coverage 

 

7 

We are responsible to make learning 

relevant, engaging and challenging 

 

2 

Sometimes we try to help but end up hurting 

 

1 

Teachers can victimise and use power plays 

on learners 

 

7 

 

Power of a positive word 

 

1 

Teachers and learners have responsibilities 

for learning and to each other 

1 

Sometimes we have to compromise our 

beliefs 

 

1 

 

The primary observations here are on the primacy of relationship, both positive and negative and 

the need for understanding for learning. 

(l)   

Sample Comments: 

 

I had been teaching with music and doing drawings and using artefacts and things like 

that.  I had been doing that for about 10 years.  But I hadnʼt made an absolute thing 

about making it the children think for themselves why they were doing it.  Making them 

sit there and think about it was something new. 

 

The one thing that has really come through since I started teaching is that real learning 

really doesnʼt begin until you have a relationship or trust with your students and in 

actual fact it pays to spend more time on that at the beginning of the year before you 

even get in and start doing some actual teaching and learning stuff. 

 

I guess listening to, going back and hearing what the teacher said and having a focus 

on the positives I have realised what the power of, the power of the word, is.  How 

powerful that little bit of praise can be and how damaging it is if it is a negative. 

Application to current practice 

 

Each response was very individual, but all reiterated the themes above and provided clear 

examples of how their new or deeper understandings were impacting on their current and often 

intended future practice. 
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(m)  Sample Comments: 

 

One way this has made me think about power is it needs to be shared.  As a teacher 

aide also I have a responsibility but I donʼt have the responsibility that a teacher does 

have.  Not quite to the degree.  So thatʼs made me realise  that when I am a teacher 

that I will have the power over the children, but to make sure that it is an equal power 

between children and me. 

 

Well I am clear about where I come from in my teaching or clearer anyway.  Because it 

is always an ongoing learning process.  But clearer why it is important for me not to be 

behaviourist and authoritarian in my approach and ... I guess I connected with that 

really important experience I had as a student myself and bring it into my practice that 

I can do better than that and do it a different way.  Not copy or not to fall into those 

patterns that I learnt to make the changes and do it differently and understand why it is 

important for me to do it differently. 

 

I find as a result of that type of situation I definitely allow and encourage my students 

to dream.  And that I tend to spend a lot of time listening asking them what they dream 

about, what they want to be, how are things at home, just sit and chat and chat and 

chat all through recess and lunchtime and after school and that kind of thing to get 

them to find out who they really are. 

 

I had something in the coda I wanted to refer to.  I think it influenced my understanding 

in a personal way.  As a practising teacher it gave me insight into the needs of 

students to have ownership of their work.  And to have trust and so that they feel 

valued and they need to be encouraged.  And I think too that it made me realise how 

vulnerable children are.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper describes research in progress used with a group of beginning, up-grading and post-

graduate education students to develop and refine their approach to the reflective process through 

the writing and re-writing of their anecdotes about their teaching and learning experiences.  In 

summary the use of anecdote has proven a successful research tool to provide a safe and valuable 

arena for teachers to explore and discuss their pedagogical beliefs and how these beliefs influence 

their practices in classrooms.  Overall, the writing and re-writing appears to result in deeper levels 

of reflection beyond “What did I do?”  

During the writing and re-writing stage the writer/teacher is dealing with his/her responses to that 

event.  How that anecdote is related and structured reflects the writer/teacherʼs perspective and 

understanding of that event.  The conversation which follows, be that as a written coda, a 

discussion with a colleague and with themselves, provides an opportunity to reach levels beyond 

the descriptive, to explore why that event is of such significance and how those understandings are 

related to current practice.  The anecdote and the following conversation offer a space in which to 

re-visit, re-experience and re-frame oneʼs pictures of practice.  The outcome or resolution may be a 

reinforcement of oneʼs beliefs, a change to oneʼs practice, a different understanding of that event or 

a reflexive conversation as the event is re-framed and new understandings are developed.  The 

remembering provides a space for what Palmer (2007) describes as ʻre-memberingʼ, a space to 

make a new whole. 
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