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Have you ever heard a story of teaching that stuck with you long after the telling?  A story that felt like a “Yipiyuk” in a Shel Silverstein (1974) poem and no matter how hard you tried to shake it off, it “would not let go” of your inner teacher (p. 109)? A tale whose meaning remained obscured and uncertain, even as you waited for the story to reach its completion and meaning reveals itself?  This is how we felt the first time we heard the following story from a teacher describing her lived experience at the interface between educational policy and daily classroom practice: “All the joy of teaching has been tested and legislated away; all that is left is sand and dust.”  

This brief but metaphorically complex tale stuck with us for a long time before we heard a second story that brought clarity and a sense of conclusion to the teacher’s narrative.  In this paper we pair the two stories.  And through the structure of metaphor and ecology we offer educational policy makers and educators new ways of seeing common threads of meaning between their separate professional narratives.  Our goal is to begin the telling of a new story with different metaphors intended to work around some of the historic roadblocks and hindrances associated with the practice of teaching and educational reform.  

The power of storytelling is its ability, like the one told by the teacher, to provide structure and meaning making around daily experiences in the classroom that are often fluid, dynamic, and hard to categorize.  For instance, “Joy” as the teacher suggests, can be thought of as an instructional container within which her actions take on meaning and purpose.  As a metaphor, “joy” becomes a beacon for the ideal learning environment helping her to manage the complexity of the classroom.  

A challenge faced by many teachers is the insertion of counter narratives into their classroom practices, stories that sometimes conflict with the narratives of meaning the teacher is attempting to sustain and enact.  For instance, students author narratives about what they are learning and why, which may conflict with the teacher’s instructional intentions.  The intended curriculum of the teacher does not always match the received curriculum of the student.  Or administrators suggest or impose metaphors of meaning that focus on curriculum, assessment, teacher accountability, or new instructional strategies.  And increasingly educational policy, which at its best can support the learning objectives of teachers and at its worst suggests a distrust of a teacher’s ability to facilitate learning, is promoting a counter narrative of teacher accountability and teacher performance standards.  And as the teacher’s short but descriptive story implies, educational policy is often long on legal and structural changes and short on attending to  the heart of teaching and the day to day practical ground of classroom teaching. 
It is our belief that the stories of practicing teachers can provide specific information and insights about approaches to educational policy that foster educational change while preserving elements of the teacher’s professional identity and ways of meaning making in the classroom (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Craig, 2001, 2009; Danielewicz, 2001; Palmer, 1998).  A case in point is the story of our teacher who, after experiencing rapid changes in the nature of her work, crystallized the whole experience with the narrative: “All the joy of teaching has been tested and legislated away; all that is left is sand and dust.”  Her story, although striking in its ability to synthesize the pitfalls of policy and the era of teacher accountability, it also tends to oversimplify the context through the use of an either-or frame (either “joy” or “sand and dust”).  Instead of portraying the educational landscape of reform as exclusively conflicted and contentious we wonder if there is a metaphor or instructional narrative that more fully captures the productive tension between a teacher’s craft knowledge and instructional reform in schools?
Our exploration of this question begins with a deeper consideration of the teacher’s story.  Her story, we believe, portrays a broken-hearted teacher struggling to make sense of the changing instructional landscape of her classroom.  Her metaphor of teaching as “joy” no longer fits seamlessly within the new narrative of instructional reform, teacher accountability, and the metaphor of “testing” and student performance as markers of effective teaching.  Additionally, her metaphor of reform as “sand and dust” suggests that her instructional oasis is undergoing desertification.  The lush terrain of teaching is shriveling in response to the drying winds of change which are blowing in the direction of high stakes testing intended to increase student learning.  And as much as her story of broken-heartedness mirrors the general lay of the land in K-12 schools, it is no wonder that experienced teachers are leaving the profession with increased frequency (Darling-Hammond, 1999; Dworkin, 1987; Smethem, 2007; Sunderman, Kim, & Orfield, 2005).  

Yet within the teacher’s story we also hear, through her use of metaphor to describe her changing sense of professional identity, the potential for suggesting alternative narratives that might decrease the tension between educator and policy maker.  As Lakoff (1993) suggests, metaphor is a way “to understand a relatively abstract or inherently unstructured subject matter in terms of a more concrete, or at least more highly structured subject matter” (p. 245).  The teacher’s metaphor of “sand and dust” provides a structure for analyzing and thinking about the less tangible and sometimes fluid forms of policy implementation in the highly dynamic instructional environment of classrooms.  Her teaching has not literally turned to “sand and dust,” yet through this metaphor it is easier to see and feel what her teaching, as of late, must be like.  For us, we picture a weary figure walking across a sand dune, wind in her face, perhaps a bit off course, searching for her way back home to her oasis of instructional beauty and learning, an image of the ideal that the figure grasps tightly but which she believes may no longer exist given the reality of change swirling around her feet and clinging to her hair.  

Our purpose in this paper is to use storytelling, as metaphor, to situate the smaller story of the teacher and the policy maker, as differing educational reform narratives, within a more inclusive ecological notion of storytelling that seeks broader, unifying truths applicable to all stakeholders (Jardine, Clifford, & Friesen, 2002).  Storytelling and metaphor will allow us to work from the “less structured” world of policy implementation, to the “more highly structured” and analytic terrain of metaphor, and then back to the “less structured” and less predictable policy-teacher interface in classroom practices.  Through this process, we will suggest new ways of conceptualizing educator and policy maker professional relationships within the arena of educational reform, and point toward ways of decreasing the tension.  Our ultimate goal is to offer our teacher, wandering in the desert of her teaching, a narrative or metaphor that will bring her into a new productive place of meaning out of which she can grow new forms of learning for her students.   

Theoretical Framework
Stories about teaching fall into two broad themes: stories that are told to or given to teachers about their craft, and stories teachers tell each other about their lived experiences in schools (Craig, 2009).  Educational policy is often understood as an example of the first type of story, a narrative of meaning that is imposed from above and outside the lived world of the classroom.  And the teacher’s narrative at the beginning of this paper is an example of the second type of story.  As is evident by the contrasting metaphors of “joy” and “sand and dust,” these two types of stories for making meaning in practice are sometimes in direct conflict, leading to failed or misguided attempts at educational reform.  
In response to Craig’s observation, we use narrative storytelling to form an analytic framework for understanding the tasks of teaching, the spaces within which teaching occurs, and the ways teachers make meaning of their work (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Craig, 2001). We believe that it is important to see storytelling beyond a surface understanding that might be characterized as complaining or idle conversation.  And instead, we invite the reader to view storytelling as a way of blending the divergent narratives of teaching (those told to teachers and those told between teachers) into an ecological whole (Wheatley, 2009).  Jardine, Clifford, and Friesen (2002) refer to this synthesis of ideas as the process of “learning that others have lived here before, deciding, then, what we shall do with this odd inheritance by linking it up with all its relations and histories and hidden kin” (p.8).   
It is our intention to draw from the methodological tools of narrative inquiry and metaphor to guide the analysis and storytelling structure of our paper, even while we depart from the application of narrative inquiry as a research methodology to gather data.  We find the power of metaphor and narrative inquiry to facilitate an examination of new ways of telling the story of conflict between teaching and educational policy, more compelling than using storytelling as a methodology to identify and present hidden and untold elements of the story.  In this way we rely on Palmer’s (1990, 1998) relational framework for “linking up” metaphor and storytelling into a “hidden wholeness” that draws the elements of teaching into an ecological wholeness rather than pulling the narrative threads apart into abstracted elements of individual experience. Our intention is to suggest a new form of storytelling, as policy-practice metaphor, that offers a sense of wholeness around the policy-practice debates rather than a feeling of dividedness.  

Mode of Inquiry and Data Sources

The metaphor of policy implementation as “sand and dust” brought to mind an ancient wisdom story told by Martin Buber that speaks of a heavenly reformer trying to improve the quality of life for the long-suffering peoples of the earth.  Only later does the well-intentioned reformer realize that his actions actually increased a sense of loss and professional dust for the people he tried to serve (Buber, 1958). “The Angel and the World’s Dominion” is a good example of the kind of storytelling and metaphor that Palmer (1990) argues can frame and invite discussion across divergent perspectives in a way that honors differences while seeking a more inclusive understanding of the interrelated nature of the problem. In accordance with Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) definition of “narrative inquiry,” and Lakoff’s (1993) articulation of metaphor, Buber’s story will act as both a frame of analytic inquiry and a primary data source for this paper. 

In abbreviated form the story, “The Angel and the World’s Dominion,” is told like this: “There was a time when an endless torrent of pain and sickness flooded over the earth.  An angel of the Lord heard the cries arising from the earth and became quite troubled. His compassion grew for the people of the earth, as did his confusion as to why death and destruction were allowed to flourish. The angel’s compassion and confusion continued to deepen until one day he asked the Lord for permission to rule the earth for a year. The angel was convinced that, under his guidance, prosperity and joy would return to the earth. To everyone’s surprise, the Lord granted the angel’s wish. 

With the angel in command of the world, the earth flourished, death and decay were banished, and the fields burst forth in abundance. Contented, the angel flew back to heaven and returned dominion of the world to the Lord. 

But before long, a multitude of voices rose heavenwards in a great cry of anguish. The once proud angel became distraught and came down to earth to see how and where his management strategy had gone awry. In every village the angel visits, the situation is the same.  The people there, having threshed the grain and ground it into flour, had then started baking bread—but, alas, when they took the bread out of the oven, it fell to pieces, and the pieces were unpalatable; they filled the mouth with a disgusting taste, like clay.

The distressed angel returns to heaven and cries: ‘Lord, help me to understand where my power and judgment were lacking.’ The Lord replied: ‘Behold a truth which is known to me from the beginning of time… It is this, that the earth must be nourished with decay and covered with shadows that its seeds may bring forth—and it is this, that souls must be made fertile with flood and sorrow, that through them the Great Work may be born.’”

Conclusions and Significance

What lessons can we learn from Buber’s telling of this story of failed reform, although motivated by compassion, that might help contemporary teachers and educational reformers to envision a more trustworthy, heartfelt, and ecological approach to educational reform? Is there a shared metaphor for change nestled within the elements of this story that both parties can embrace in an effort to find common ground around the goal of improving student learning?  Can Buber’s tale offer a guidepost to our teacher who sees teaching through the metaphor of “sand and dust,” a way to make new meaning out of her current definition of classroom responsibilities?  

We begin the analysis with the metaphor of “clay” in the Buber story, an image that initially captured our attention because it seemed to offer a way of making fuller meaning from the teacher’s story which felt unfinished and lingered with us long after the initial telling.  We were struck by the similarity between the metaphor of “sand and dust” in the teacher’s story and the metaphor of “clay,” a particular form of hardened dust, in the Buber tale.  Upon further examination of the two stories it seemed that the teacher who framed her professional context around the metaphor of “sand and dust” is similar to the farmer in Buber’s tale who consumed bread which “filled the mouth with a disgusting taste, like clay.” Both the teacher and the farmer have witnessed the harvest of their work, which was once nutritious and life giving, becoming unhealthy, life depleting, and leaving a dry, dusty taste in the mouth. And upon further reflection, the angel in Buber’s tale seems to parallel the educational reformer and policy maker mentioned in the teacher’s tale, the abstracted and distant “other” residing in the far reaches of educational theory who imposes solutions in the form of testing and legislation, reforms to practice that result in the loss of joy for teaching. 

The first lesson we take from both stories is the necessity of living a professional life that is multi-dimensional and governed by both joy and challenge. Palmer (2004) suggests the metaphor of the natural seasons and cycles to frame this bit of truth about the world of teaching. It is unnatural for teachers, administrators, students, and policy makers to live in a state of perpetual summer, as implied by the angel’s reform agenda. The planting and germination of teaching and educational reform requires time and nurturance before the joy of a life sustaining harvest can be realized. Students may not instantly grasp educational concepts, administrators and teachers may need more time to incorporate the latest research-based leadership and instructional techniques, and parents and community members may struggle for months to understand how a particular change in school structure might enhance learning. 

By placing expectations of a continual summer of harvest upon our educational system, teachers and policy makers run the risk of misinterpreting the importance of winter, the period of challenge and dormancy necessary for wholesome growth and development. Worthwhile questions for both the teacher and policy maker to consider are: What is the Great Work emerging out of your sense of professional loss associated with a diminished passion for teaching or angst over a flawed educational policy? And how does this refined notion of your Great Work call you back into the heart of your professional work with a renewed and refined sense of purpose?  This seems like a particularly salient metaphor for our teacher to consider, who initially framed the tension as either-or: teaching is either all about “joy” or “sand and dust.”  Her overly synthesized narrative leaves little room for the consideration of a more inclusive metaphor as suggested by the image of seasons of educational practice, which inherently invites narratives of winter’s change, dormancy, and loss.  It is possible, if properly framed, that the experience of “sand and dust” can be the beginning of constructive change as winter moves into the metaphor of the spring of her teaching.  

A second lesson we glean from these stories as metaphors for change is the necessity of attending to the complex relational web that connects policy makers, teachers, students, parents, and community members.  As John Muir (1911), the noted activist and advocate for the Sierra Mountains, writes: “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe” (p. 54). And in support of Muir’s observation, research on effective educational reform emphasizes the importance of bringing numerous stakeholders to the table for developing a shared vision, establishing collaboration and continuous communication among involved parties, and ensuring coordination across all levels of reform efforts (Fullan & Levin, 2009; Regional Educational Laboratory Network, 2000). In Buber’s tale, the angel proceeds independently in his effort to release the earth from devastation and loss; he implements his self-initiated solution without attempting to understand the history and rationale of existing systems and strategies or discussing with others the possible long-term consequences of his reform agenda. 

The angel ignores one of the central tenets of ecology, mutualism, and the value derived from individuals exhibiting a shared interest in the health and wellbeing of all members of the mutually-bound community.  In a healthy ecosystem all the elements are bound together in the sometimes conflicting pursuit of life, a form of competition that calls forth the most viable and life giving traits of each member of the community.  To understand the individual it is necessary to understand the community’s role in refining the unique traits of each individual.  It is not really practical to pick out one element of the community to the exclusion of all others.  Yet this is what the angel does.  He picks out one element of the problem, the pain of the people of the earth, and he apparently disregards the universe of context within which their despair resides.  

In addition to mutualism and its emphasis on accounting for all stakeholders, ecology also suggests the importance of attending to the ways that leadership decisions impact adjacent ecological systems.  The principle of ecotones seems particularly helpful in understanding the virtue of reaching across boundaries for the input of others in decisions that are likely to impact the lived experience of both parties.  Ecotones are defined as the overlapping spaces between two distinct ecologies (forests and field, teachers and policy makers). These lands are contested areas, as members of each ecosystem attempt to colonize the in-between spaces; in the struggle, richness and novel solutions emerge that otherwise would have never materialized in the purity of a one-player model of ecology or educational reform.  

A third metaphor to guide productive educational reform embedded in both stories is the primacy of relationships based on mutual trust as core to effective institutional change and high-yield harvests (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). The angel starts his analysis of what must change from a position of compassionate distrust in the people and ways of the past as well as an explicit critique of the Lord’s management of the earth’s affairs.  Just because the people of the earth are complaining does not mean they lack strategies for making sense of their life challenges in ways that ultimately bring joy and satisfaction to their work.  And just because the Lord allows pain and suffering to prevail does not mean that the Lord is unsympathetic or lacks a rationale for making sense of these deprivations.  

It is only after coming down to the earth and walking around with the people of the earth that the angel begins to sense the full extent of his well-intentioned but misplaced reform efforts.  His distrust of the farmers and his broken trust with the Lord produce a harvest of grain that when milled and baked yields only dusty bread for the people of the earth.  Only after reestablishing a trusting relationship with the Lord, the source of wisdom, does the angel gain the insight and understanding needed to effectively manage the affairs of the earth. 

Likewise, our teacher’s story seems to critique the views of policy makers who rarely walk the halls of the schoolhouse or who may have forgotten how truly complex teaching can be. Their well-intentioned but distanced perspective falls short in fully considering the possible ill effects of their actions on teacher morale and student productivity. Even more devastating to the professional life of teachers are the policies emanating from a climate of distrust in the craft knowledge of teaching that foster the development of teacher-proof curricula (Troen & Boles, 2003). These are the kinds of stories that are told to teachers about what it means to teach (Craig, 2009).  

We hear in Buber’s tale a call for the development of policies that grow from trusting relationships between teachers and policy makers, and that recognize and honor the lived experience of teachers toiling in the educational fields and doing the hard daily work of educating students. Policy makers and teachers are more likely to achieve their shared goal of increasing student learning if they can find ways of dialoging across the in-between spaces of practice as “subject to subject” where there is a sense of shared agency and standing, rather than as “subject to object” where one member of the conversation is diminished and lacks voice (Epstein, 2005).

One way to begin building trustworthy relationships is to look for metaphors and stories of practice that suggest a commonality of purpose. For instance, what is a common answer for policy makers and educators to the following question: What is the thing to be accomplished or understood that is worth setting aside one’s professional goals for, in the same way that the angel gained understanding by becoming quiet and attentive in the presence of something greater than his ego? Is it the students? Is it the taxpayers? Or is it the pursuit of unbridled learning that liberates the intellectual and spiritual potential of teachers, students, and policy makers? Learning as a metaphor seems a likely candidate around which both educators and policy makers can make meaning out of their conversations and disagreements about the practice of teaching. 

A final metaphor and message from both stories is the invitation to approach the process of change with great humility, lest one’s intentions turn to bitterness and anger in the mouths of the people being served. In Buber’s tale, the people of the earth respond to the angel’s failed reforms by crying out in anguish. Similarly, the emotion expressed in the teacher’s statement that “all that is left is sand and dust” can be understood through the lens of disappointment and perhaps even anger toward policy makers who have inadvertently changed the ecosystem and climate of the classroom through testing and accountability and dried up the lush terrain and joy of teaching. 

In many school districts a case was made for the power of testing and accountability as a tool for addressing most of the challenges in contemporary schools and classrooms (Lee, 2007; Loveless, 2005). But the actual results seem less promising than the initial projections (Sunderman, 2008). How will the well-meaning policy makers respond to the likely criticism that despite a great investment in time, money, and teacher commitment, the bread of their reform is beginning to taste like clay? The achievement gap in schools is narrowing while it also remains stubbornly persistent and resilient to change (citation?).  Perhaps like the angel, reformers would be advised to move away from overly bureaucratic views regarding the structure of teaching and learning and instead adopt greater sensitivity to the complex, interconnected nature of change in schools. Schools, teaching, and learning are simply too ecologically complex for anyone, whether that person is a policy maker or teacher, to say that he or she knows exactly what needs to change to improve overall effectiveness. Change takes time and continuous transparent communication among individuals who hold a mutually shared willingness to act in common to improve learning for all students (Levin & Fullan, 2008; Waddock, 1995). 

The two stories featured in this essay offer educational reformers some unique perspectives and metaphorical language into the challenges and pitfalls of remaking schools to improve learning. The outcome of reform is not the type of professional activity that can be easily predicted and managed, even with the best of intentions. If we hope to avoid a situation where a once committed teacher is reduced to “sand and dust,” we should pay attention to the lessons learned by the angel. Effective reform requires a healthy mix of compassion, humility, and willingness to let teachers find and articulate the greatness of their professional life, and an ability to let reforms move through natural cycles or seasons of change. If we can do this, maybe only in rare cases will we hear a teacher utter the words: “All the joy of teaching has been tested and legislated away; all that is left is sand and dust.” Rather, educational reformers, administrators, teachers, students, families, and community members will enjoy an educational system in which all experience the fullness and joy of the seasons, summer and winter alike. 
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