CHAPTER 7

DISCOVERING COMMUNITY: UNWRAPPING SURPRISES
FACILITATING A STATE RESEARCH COMMUNITY

Note to the Reader


The chapter begins with a post office metaphor that illustrates the overwhelmingly significant problem of distance with this particular community. I next share my initial introduction to the idea of teacher research, a history of the Alaska Teacher Research Network (ATRN), and my involvement with the organization.


In the main section of this chapter, I show my varied work in facilitating a statewide teacher research community. I base many of my actions on the lessons I learned from the parent community. I also build on my knowledge gained from facilitating the Richardson community to refine my role as facilitator and to tailor community building actions to fit the specific individuals. I still continue to use my five identified elements of community, but in a more condensed manner, to strengthen this teacher research collective. I learn to reframe my thinking about community to take into consideration the short time frames of each particular meeting and gathering. In each setting, I explain how I create links between participants with the larger statewide ATRN collective.


The chapter finishes with an account of an ATRN five-day retreat held in Fairbanks. In a recorded discussion, the members share their feelings on the importance of this community.


I have fond memories of the College Post Office. When Ken and I and our two sons moved to Alaska in 1973, the post office was our only link to our families. (We were too poor to phone.) During our first summer in Fairbanks, the boys and I walked to the post office every day to check our mail. It became a daily ritual that involved waiting until 2:00 p.m. for the new mail to be sorted, reading letters aloud on the return walk, or, if we didn’t get news from home, consoling ourselves with orange popsicles from the corner store. We made the trip every day, regardless of the weather. 


We were there so much the post office became our first Alaskan “family”. We knew that Rita worked two jobs besides the one at the post office, Lou also picked up his mail every day the same as we did, and Sara always brought her three small children with her because her husband was working out of town for the summer. In October, my post office family expanded. Since all Christmas mail and packages had to be mailed by early October to reach families Outside in December, the post office lines were long. Boxes tied with string or wrapped with duct tape were stacked everywhere, and children created their own games as they played between the people, dogs, and packages as we adults chatted about the weather, the poor job situation, and the sadness of being so far from families. We got to know each other well that month. In December, we all saw each other again, but this time we were standing in line to pick up packages arriving from Outside. The packages and letters sent and received reminded us that we continued to be part of a larger family, and the post office provided a place to create a new family of supportive friends. 


Many years later, the Alaska Teacher Research Network became my personal “post office”. I didn’t realize how much I needed a supportive educational community until I spent a summer in Hawaii. As a gift for completing my master’s degree, my husband gave me an entire summer in Hawaii. This was the first summer in ten years that I wasn’t going to school or teaching classes, and I was looking forward to having some leisure time.


After about two weeks of “free” days, I began to roam the beach, looking for possible teachers. Out of the corner of my eye, I would read sunbathers’ book titles, longing to see something to do with teaching. I hung around the local school, hoping to meet the teachers as they left from summer school duty. I finally called the Hawaii National Writing Project and offered to teach “whatever they needed” during their five-week summer institute. They graciously invited me to attend, and I found a tropical teacher community.


At the end of the summer, as I left Hawaii and flew to Anchorage to attend the second Alaska Teacher Research Network seminar, I thought about my three months in Hawaii. I had lots of time to think and reflect, but no one to share it with. Until now, my master’s classes provided me with a conversation group, and now I know I need a consistent group of teacher-friends I can talk and dream with. If I need this, I wonder how many others also need it? I’ll watch the teachers at this ATRN meeting. Maybe this will be what I need. It was from purely selfish reasons that I became active in ATRN. I needed a supportive intellectual community, so I set out to create one.


My first taste of a professional community occurred during my participation in the Alaska State Writing Project in 1982. My response group was extremely supportive, and I left with writing confidence and a circle of professional friends. Some of us wanted to continue that feeling of support and camaraderie, so Shirley Kaltenbach, Claire Murphy, Dee Wilcox, and I met once a month for two years. We didn’t always write, but we talked. We talked about school, students, writing, and publishing. Claire continually talked and talked and talked about publishing. She kept telling us, “We all have important things to say. We need to share it.” We didn’t believe her. 


During a summer writing institute, Claire invited Perry Gilmore, a professor at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, to give a presentation on ethnographic research. Claire suggested that Shirley, Dee, and I attend the lecture. Afterwards we met with Perry to talk about this kind of research. Claire again talked about the importance of publishing our writing. We continued to just listen.


I remember my first introduction to the words “teacher research.” In 1985, Donald Graves came to Fairbanks to teach a week-long class for past participants of the Alaska Writing Project. I’m really nervous being in a class taught by Donald Graves. That must be him at the head of the table. He looks exactly like the character of Yoda from the “Star Wars” movie. That was probably the most meaningful thought I had all week. He talked about teacher research; all fourteen members of the class nodded at the appropriate times. I didn’t have a clue about what he was talking about. At the end of five days, we all said good-bye; Donald Graves flew home, and NONE of us did anything with teacher research. I realize now that I wasn’t ready for the idea of teacher research. Yet. Claire kept talking, and I began to listen a little more closely. 


In 1989, Claire approached the Alaska State Writing Consortium with the idea to teach a week-long seminar focusing on teacher research. With its support, Claire and Jack Campbell, another Alaska Writing Project fellow, invited Marian Mohr to get everything started. There were nineteen participants at this seminar in Anchorage. Unable to join them that first summer, I joined the seminar the following year after my summer in Hawaii.


The plane from Hawaii landed in Anchorage, and I walked through the airport, straining to see my teaching colleagues who were to meet me. As I picked up my luggage, I turned around and saw them. My whole world lit up. I was home. 


Twenty-five teachers sat on metal chairs in a circle in the basement meeting room of a dormitory in Anchorage. Claire, our leader, welcomed us there, introduced Pat D’Arcy from England as our week-long research expert, and said, “Okay, let’s begin. Let’s go around the room and tell everyone what we would like to research this year.” Wait a minute, Claire. I don’t know these people. I just got off a ten-hour flight. I haven’t seen Pat D’Arcy in four years. Give me a minute! I don’t even know what teacher research is yet. Slow down. We need to play together first. Claire didn’t slow down. We plunged right in. When I think back, I still don’t know all the teachers’ names, even though we spent a week together. 


Monday night before going to sleep, I thought about how I would restructure the day if given the chance. Like I do with the children in my classroom, we would purposely take time to know each other, even though our time together is limited. If I want to ever feel comfortable calling Karen in Juneau for help as Claire suggests we should, I need to know her first. We’d do something every morning to help us feel like a group. We need to laugh together. Maybe play some of those games the Richardson teachers and I played at the beginning of the Wednesday night class. And we need to celebrate together. All of us should be treated in a special way because we gave up our last week of summer vacation to be here; that’s personal commitment. I want someone to tell me they’re glad I’m here. If we don’t find a way to become a family or community, we will lose everyone in this group once the rush and pressure of school begins. 


The week proceeded with vast amounts of information concerning teacher research. I talked and chatted with the few people I knew. Pat D’Arcy added some clarity to the muddy topic of teacher research. Last year’s previous seminar participants shared their research. For me, the whole week was a blur and a rush.


On Thursday at breakfast, Jack and Claire announced, “We need one or two people who are willing to take a leadership role with ATRN. We’ve decided not to be the facilitators for next year.” I considered this invitation and the possibilities. Is this something I want to do? Teacher research has great possibilities. It’s like the next step after the Writing Project and the Whole Language Institute. ATRN would offer a place for those people who wanted to continue to grow professionally. It could offer a professional community, too, if structured with that emphasis. Before the end of the day, I volunteered to become one of the state co-coordinators for ATRN. 


It has suddenly occurred to me as I’m writing this account of ATRN that I had no idea what I was doing. This was a brand-new organization with no structure, no history, no clear vision of the future. By the end of the week, I wasn’t even sure I truly understood the concept of teacher research. Viscott, in Risking (1977) states that “Often when a person makes a commitment and puts his plans into actions, he begins to understand his risk for the first time” (p. 65). As I’m thinking about my actions at this point, I’m overwhelmed with my self-centeredness and my willingness to take such a huge risk. 


On Friday afternoon, before everyone left, I managed to draft an outline of my personal agenda for ATRN:

1.
Encourage professional growth. Build on the personal commitment I have to my students and their families to be knowledgeable about my profession. I can learn much from others, so it’s important that others feel comfortable in joining this conversation.

2.
Develop and encourage personal professionalism. I want to create an environment where being a teacher is valued and supported. A place where we can develop pride in who and what we are.

3.
Create a strong, statewide community built with supportive people who will encourage and share. This can only happen if we know each other well. Because in Alaska we are so far from each other, I’ll need to work to find ways to pull us together in spite of the distances.

4.
Encourage teachers to trust who they are and to have faith in their abilities. Risk-taking is a part of this too. When we have faith in ourselves, others will also have faith in us. It’s a matter of learning who we are from our own reflections, not depending on the judgment of others.

5.
Of all of these, community continues to be the most important. Without a sense of community, I feel the other goals would not last for any length of time. 

Multiple ATRN Communities


As a new resident of Alaska, the post office served as place for maintaining and establishing connections. I remained a part of my family through the sending and receiving of letters, and I also created new friendships through my daily visits. Simultaneously, I was a member of two communities.


Within ATRN I also considered myself a member of multiple communities. I identified three distinct but interrelated communities within ATRN. As co-facilitators, Jenine and I are a community of two as we learn to work together. Next, I am also a part of the state community of ATRN with members who are scattered from the northern areas past the Arctic Circle to the southern panhandle of Juneau. Finally there is the local community of teacher researchers in Fairbanks, who are my colleagues within the local school district. Each will need individual attention as I work to facilitate community in ATRN as a whole. Each presented unique opportunities and challenges for developing and facilitating community. 

A Co-Facilitator Community

On the last day of the Anchorage ATRN institute, both Jenine and I volunteered to work together as co-facilitators. Wonder how this is going to work? I only met Jenine four days ago. We spent about two hours of planning together before the seminar was over, and she headed for her home in Eagle River and I drove home to Fairbanks. 


During the eight-hour drive home, I thought about how to begin to construct a community between the two of us. I know that communities don’t have to be defined by physical boundaries (Shaffer and Anundsen, 1993). My students’ military parents frequently tell me they maintain their connections to the last neighborhood they lived in before moving here. I also know from beginning a community with my students that it starts with a relationship between the two of us. That’s where Jenine and I will begin. If Jenine and I can create a successful community between the two of us, then I can use what I discover to help others in ATRN forge long-distance research communities. Working on the premise that “opportunities for community today are limited only by your imagination and the degree of your intention” (Shaffer and Anundsen, 1993, p 9), I set out to learn how to create a community between Jenine and I. 

Communication, Consensus, and Challenges


The biggest challenges were distance and time. We lived six hundred miles apart and lived very busy lives. I began by calling her every two weeks. Our initial conversations focused on ATRN and teacher research, but the more we talked, the more the talk branched out to include our teaching experiences and personal lives. After four months, Jenine began calling me as frequently as I called her. It’s great to have her initiate the calls. It tells me she’s feeling comfortable with our working relationship. 

The other challenge was in taking risks. ATRN was so new, it didn’t have a previous structure or history to build upon. It was the perfect opportunity to create something totally new, but there was also my awareness that ATRN was being observed by fellow teachers, administrators, and other educators. If ATRN is to be successful, Jenine and I need to be working in concert. We need to easily and honestly exchange our views in order to reach a common vision for this community. 


After reaching an ease in talking with each other, I began introducing some controversial topics that lurked around the edges of ATRN. I think I’ll call Jenine tonight and see what she thinks about separating the new teacher researchers from the more experienced ones. I heard this idea expressed during one of the lunches at the last summer seminar. I don’t know how I feel about it; I wonder what she thinks. By bringing these types of issues out in the open with Jenine, I now realize two things. First, I was using Jenine to help me clarify my own thinking. Second, by recognizing and discussing these topics, Jenine and I were formulating our vision for ATRN. These types of discussions cemented our community of two. 

Celebration


Our celebration was the seminars and winter meetings. After months of thinking and planning, the ATRN gatherings became our visible party. Frequently during the week, we would find moments together to not only quickly reflect on the mood, the pacing, and the agenda, but to congratulate each other on the obvious successes. We were very quick to give each other praise for our efforts, and we felt good working together. I believe this feeling of success radiated outward to the other participants and helped to ease others into the ATRN community. I also believe Jenine and I provided a model for other ATRN members in finding and working with a supportive research partner.


Through developing a working community with Jenine, I was actually sorting out those issues which would be important in my work with ATRN. Peterson points out that it is “through encounters with others that we determine what is of value” (80). In my relationship with Jenine, I attempted to live out my value of compassion and respect for the other over distance. Through our open discussions which invited opinions and attained concensus, I believe I found actions through which I could enable ATRN to strengthen it’s state-wide community.

State Community


Receiving mail from relatives Outside reminded all of us in the post office line that we were connected to family and friends, that we weren’t forgotten, and that we had a means to gain and share news. I wanted that same sense of connectedness for ATRN members. While the main emphasis of the Alaska Teacher Research Network was to introduce the idea of personal reflective study (teacher research) to the educators across the state of Alaska, I knew enough about teacher research to understand the importance of community (Hubbard & Powers,1993; Cochran-Smith & Lytle,1993; and Mohr & MacLean, 1987). Also from my experience within the Alaska State Writing Project, I fully understood the significance of collegial support in undertaking a change in practice. 


Based on my knowledge gained from working with the parent community and the Richardson School community, Jenine and I carefully crafted and planned the summer seminar and the winter meetings. These were the two consistent times ATRN members gathered together each year.

Summer Seminar


Look at all these teachers sitting in hot tubs, reading No Exit by Sartre (1989). I never thought they would do this. The “this” was the statewide ATRN summer seminar in 1991. Jenine and I were co-facilitators, and this was the first day of the seminar. Fifteen teachers from across the state really were sitting in hot tubs, lawn chairs, and towels reading a play—out loud, each assuming their character’s role and ignoring the strange looks from tourists and the locals. Inwardly I smiled. Jenine and I worked hard at structuring the first day. We both agreed that community was so important that we would take an entire day out of the five to attempt to create a strong bond among us all. We knew it would be difficult because the educators in this group were the strong, vocal, opinionated educational leaders in the state. Creating community with this group would be like trying to get bees to fly in formation and agree on the direction! But right now it seemed to be working. All the months of preparation were worth it. 

Climate and Communication


The ATRN group only has one week together. It’s a more consistent time than my parent community, but not as long. I will need to use every minute. Are there ways I can combine the ideas I use with other communities to help us become a community in a short period of time? 


In thinking about how most effectively to use the time in relation to the elements I discovered with the other communities, I realized there might be ways to help the ATRN members move more quickly into a community. Again I drew on my understanding of community from my past experience. The climate is important. We need to move out of the traditional setting, break the attitude of the expected. Is there a way I could combine this with providing them an opportunity to get to know each other? In sharing this idea with Jenine, we decided to spend the day at Parks Hot Springs, about fifty miles away from Fairbanks. Going to this resort was a way to meet in neutral territory. It would be like meeting in the research room for the Richardson Wednesday night class. The Parks Hot Springs would be away from school, away from classrooms, away from other work, away from home, away from everything but “us.” It would also give everyone a common experience. This was a huge risk in not only the time factor but also with the participants. Knowing the ATRN members would come with the standard first day expectations, Jenine and I sent them letters explaining our travel plans. In many ways, this letter writing is like what I do with my sixth graders. I’m trying to ease the ATRN members into a different way of viewing their involvement with us and with each other. 

We began the day by meeting at a local high school, randomly dividing into groups of four and five, piling into designated vehicles, and driving the fifty miles to Parks Hot Springs. In my planning, I wondered how we could use the hour-long drive to Parks Hot Springs to help build positive communication. I think we need to structure the talk in some way. The drive can seem long if one person is monopolizing the whole conversation or no one talks at all. We won’t know everyone, and we need to figure out a way for everyone to have time to share. Jenine and I could create open-ended questions, type them up, and put them in plastic bags; then the day before our trip, we would drive down Parks Hot Springs Road and tie them with bright ribbon to trees. Each car would have to look for the bag, stop, read the question, and then talk about it until they found the next question. I’ll call Jenine and see what she thinks. 

Jenine agreed, and on the Saturday night before the seminar began, we wrote questions ranging from “Describe your favorite meal” to “Who are your heroes, and why do you admire them?” On Sunday we hung plastic bags from trees, road signs, trail markers, and newspaper boxes. As Jenine and I drove along and taped bags, we talked about the possibility of the teachers not being willing to do this. This is such a strong-willed group; they may decide not to do anything we have planned. What would we do if they wouldn’t participate? Jenine and I discussed possible optional plans just in case we had a revolt on Monday. I realize now that this was one way Jenine and I were building community with each other. It’s similar to the way my students and I built community within the classroom. Jenine and I had to be a community if we expected to build one. Community begins with the two of us and radiates outward to include the others in ATRN. 


I believe this is an example when I used my previous understandings about community, examined the challenges ahead and used my creativity to solve a problem. Covey (1989) points out that the “way we see things is the source of the way we think and the way we act (24). In identifing a place where community could possibly develop, I show that I’m actively seeking opportunities to help this particular community to strengthen and then responding to my thinking. 


As the participants of the ATRN seminar pulled into the parking lot of the Parks Hot Springs Resort, Susan sprang out of her car and headed in my direction. “Someone took question #7! It wasn’t in the bag! I want to know question #7. We didn’t get to talk about it. It’s totally unforgivable that someone did that.” Yea! Susan, the teacher with the strongest personality, bought in. Good deal. Now let’s get on with the day! 


Consensus


We then met in the conference room, and after Jenine and I reviewed the week’s agenda, we urged the teachers to form committees that would be responsible for helping the week-long gathering run smoothly. Ranging from a snack committee to a publication community, the participants stepped in and assumed responsibility. What a group! They quickly covered all the bases for this community. They even thought about a gift for our guest speaker who will arrive tomorrow. It will be interesting to see if the rest of the week goes this smoothly.

Three months before the summer seminar, I called Jenine. “What would happen if we didn’t even talk about teacher research on the first day of the seminar? I think we need to spend time together before we plunge into studying.”


“That’s probably true. The hot springs has lots of hiking trails, that sort of thing. We could do that, but it would be hard for everyone to do at the same time. It really wouldn’t be a shared experience.”


“Maybe there’s something else we could read together. You know, something we could all talk about that might have relevance to teacher research but not implicitly state ‘teacher research’.


Upon Jenine’s husband’s recommendation, we decided to read No Exit by Sartre (1989). He assured us it was oblique enough to apply to any situation and still allow for a great discussion. Since it’s written like a play, we could break up into small groups and read it out loud. Then the teachers could read it in the hot tub, out on the trail, or wherever else they wanted. The groups should be different from the vehicle groups so they get to know others in the seminar. The groups read in the hot tubs, read while reclining on lounge chairs, and read while perched atop clumps of moss along footpaths. 


Traveling outside the perimeters of the traditional setting and then asking the particpants to read a play was an incredible risk to take. I only did it because I have the success of working with the parents and with the teachers in my building. Success in one area gave me courage to use the new understanding to extend my ideas in another.


Challenges


After lunch, I introduced Harvard Discussion. I’m well aware of the strength of some of the members of this group. In some ways they are like the men in the Wednesday night class at Richardson Elementary who controlled the open discussion. I’ve been in classes with them before when they virtually dominated every verbal interaction, but if we’re creating a research community, we need to honor and value all ideas, not just a few. We’ll begin with Harvard Discussion and maybe discontinue it later in the week. Some will find this very difficult. Will they abide by the limitations, or will they charge on ahead anyway? I’m really nervous about working with this group. Harvard Discussion could be a significant event for us all. This could determine whether or not we’ll become a focused community or just a group of people in the same room together for a week. 

After I explained the guidelines of Harvard Discussion, the conversation began well. Then Susan ran out of tokens, and she attempted to “borrow” others so she could continue talking. I’ll treat it as a joke and get everyone to laugh. That way she can save face (Goffman, 1972), and I won’t have to directly confront her. If the group supports me, then she’ll be more inclined to follow the group’s pressure to conform to the guidelines. We all laughed at Susan’s attempt to use more tokens, and it became an “inside” joke to “Watch out for Susan if she’s sitting beside you during discussions.” We finished the day with another cooperative activity and headed back to town. 


Celebration


About thirty minutes later, we all stopped for pie at Tack’s Country Store. Mary Lou suggested that we all order a different kind of pie to share with each other. Everyone agreed and began to order rapidly. We have the beginning of a community—we’re celebrating being together by sharing pies. I see the suggestion of sharing pies as a visual representation of my students using collective pronouns in their journals. It’s the recognition of the existence of a collective whole. Now we’re ready to begin examining the topic of teacher research. Our first day together was referred to again and again throughout the week, and it became the event that held us together. 


Although I didn’t know it at the time, the first day of the seminar contained all the elements of community. The Parks Hot Springs environment set the climate. The hour ride began the communication process and the discussions sustained it. We reached consensus on the jobs. The challenges included Harvard discussion, which required the give and take of all the participants for the overall benefit gained from the discussion.


In coming together, we learned about each other though many cooperative activities, reading the play, and discussions. Jenine and I attempted to share power through offering choices to the participants and being open to suggestions. We worked together by creating work committees, sharing insights about the play, and agreeing to publish a booklet of research proposals by the end of the week. Our celebration was sharing the pie at Tack’s General Store. The rest of the week rested on the experiences we shared and the trust we created on our first day together.

Every gathering that Jenine and I planned as co-facilitators of ATRN for two and a half years was based on the Parks Hot Springs experience. 

The Second Summer Seminar


The following summer, we again led a five-day teacher research seminar, this time located in Juneau. After talking and planning with Jenine, about a week before the gathering began, I again noted my personal expectations in my journal:

Things I would like the participants to leave with after a week together:

1. To see the importance of professional reading, that these readings have merit and value to them on a personal level. Other teacher researchers have something important to say. I hope this leads into the idea that they have something important to say also. It’s seeing a value in yourself.

How: To consistently give time to reading and discussion, first thing in the morning when we’re all fresh. To refer to articles and books within open discussions. Encouraging past participants to do the same. Referring participants to specific articles and books as questions or topics arise. I hope to do this through journal responses and personal discussions.

2. To see the importance of the support community. Unity gives strength and we take more risks. Teacher research is a high-risk activity. For participants to feel the strength and the breath of the group. We can all help each other; we are all resources.

How: Daily cooperative games and singing to build unity. Staying together in Shiable Hall will help. Those who share a bathroom really get to know one another. Varying the reading groups will help also. By the end of the week, everyone will have worked with everybody. Referring people to past participants for help. Again demonstrating that we all help each other.

3. Empowerment. Teacher research is empowering. When we examine and discover for ourselves truths in our teaching situations, then we have the power to make changes. Carefully and critically examining ourselves gives us incredible power as professionals. We can make decisions that are based on sound, well-thought-out theory. We can back up our beliefs. We don’t have to rely on someone else to tell us why we teach the way we do.

How: Professional readings will help. Giving participants choices during the week. Treating them like professionals. Encouraging them to think through their proposals. Having past participants share their work, good and bad procedures, and final results. Being in a group of teachers who are concerned about their professionalism—sort of a collective energy radiating outward and enveloping everyone. The energy that happens is usually incredible.


Climate


I thought about last year’s seminar. The hot springs experience last yeas was so incredible. Within one day, we created a working cooperative community. How could I use a similar idea but expand it throughout the entire week? I think being in a nontraditional setting, physically away from family and the trappings that come from meeting in a school was extremely helpful. Jenine and I found a large guest house on the University of Alaska Southeast’s campus where all of the out-of-town participants could stay. The Juneau people chose to commute each day. 


We shared the kitchen and took turns fixing meals. The large dining table became the focal point for gathering as we ate among stacks of books and piles of papers. The early morning walks and late night conversations provided opportunities for strengthening new friendships and for exploring teacher research ideas. I wish everyone would stay at Shiable House. It’s the midnight conversations and the early morning chats that build ties among people. We’re only meeting for five days, so we need to create bonds quickly, and I’ve learned they have to be especially strong to withstand the distance in Alaska and the difficulty of teacher research.

Challenges


My first challenge of the second summer seminar was not specifically about ATRN, but personal. While I valued teacher research, the Juneau seminar came at a point in my life where I doubted my ability to conduct research and lead a seminar. The day before I flew to Juneau, I tried to clarify my concerns in my journal:

I enter this week without much enthusiasm. I’ve not finished my paper for Far Vision and that makes me feel like I have let everyone down. [The Far Vision, The Close Look is ATRN’s journal for publishing members’ work. We attempt to publish the journal every two years.] I promised myself I would have it done. I’ve received many phone calls from participants full of energy and enthusiasm. I have none. I spent yesterday pulling everything together and still no sense of fun developed for this project. I’m hoping that when I get there the group energy will brighten me.

In a book I read this morning, I found a quote from Ghandi: “A person cannot do right in one department whilst attempting to do wrong in a another department. Life is one indivisible whole.” I believe this is true. Then what does the week hold? If I want the participants to gain empowerment, value professional reading, and value a support community, then I have to do all these things, too. I can’t say one thing and believe another. How do I pull it together so this does happen? Focus. Finish the paper. Value the time being spent with others. Think about how to use my personal time to complete needed projects. Don’t resent this week in Juneau. Pull on my reserve of energy. Take time to talk about this with my colleagues and use them for support.


My energy level and enthusiasm was low, and this seminar required more planning from both Jenine and I. The setting was unknown to both of us. We didn’t have any insider knowledge as to the location of anything or what to expect in terms of the weather. Transportation was a challenge as Juneau can either be too foggy to land or too cloudy to depart. We weren’t sure until we all arrived who and how many would actually be participating. I always absorb the excitement from others when we’re together. I’ll pack everything and trust. 

The other challenge with this summer seminar was the absence of a guest speaker or critical friend. In the past, we always felt the need for a critical friend for guidance. At this seminar, however, Jenine and I believed we had the expertise within the state to do it ourselves. Every experienced ATRN member volunteered to share part of the research process in relationship to their own research. This was a large risk for Jenine and me but a turning point for ATRN. It was at this meeting that I realized that we could guide ourselves. We didn’t need a known expert to tell us what to do next. We now had the knowledge and experience to offer to the new teacher researchers, and we had the vision to stretch the experienced teacher researchers. 


Communication


Building on the lessons learned from last year’s seminar, we settled into the routine of the week. Twenty-four adults crowd in the living room area of Shiable House, sitting on the overstuffed furniture, dining room chairs, and the floor, some still munching toast and drinking coffee. Participants open their journals and write a morning entry. Everyone writes with such earnestness. These are very dedicated teachers who want to know more about themselves and their profession. I feel privileged to be here with them. We’ll write a bit more and then head outside for a wake-up activity. Leaving their coffee on the tables, we head outside. The Juneau fog is beginning to clear as I explain the rules for playing a cooperative game. It’s good to hear the laughter as we play. We’ll take a few minutes to talk before we go back in. The day is so lovely, it’s going to be hard to be inside. Maybe we’ll eat our lunch outside today. We return to the living room, settle in, and listen to the presentations on identifying the research question and establishing a research design. After a lunch on the lawn, three past teacher researchers share their projects. It’s great to hear the experienced teachers share their successes and frustrations. Old and new teacher researchers alike need to hear this. On paper, teacher research sounds so clear, but in practice, it’s messy.

“Okay, let’s meet in our discussion groups for the next thirty minutes or so. You might want to talk about your readings, the presentations, or the information shared this morning. It’s up to you. After you’re done, the afternoon is open. There are many articles, journals, and books to examine on the table in the dining room. The library is down the road, and at 2:00 p.m. Karen, the librarian, is available to demonstrate the use of ERIC. You can meet her on the main floor by the reference desk. You can meet with colleagues, write, do whatever you feel is beneficial for you. Let’s meet back here at 5:00 p.m. to talk about dinner arrangements. Have fun.” I think this is the best part of the week, the gift of time. Bonnie is organizing a trip to the library. Jenine is recommending some books for a discussion group about writing workshop. One discussion group is heading for the national park up the road. Our school staff meetings and in-service days should be like this. 

The rest of the week continued in this fashion, and on Friday as we shared our proposals for the next school year. We also identified two people we would continue to contact and support. I’m surprised at some of the friendships that have developed. People have found like-minded souls scattered across the state. I do hope they stay in touch. It will add so much to their research and to them personally. Everyone now has a plan and two supporters. What a positive way to end the week. 


Pierce and Gilles (1993) contend that “There is nothing trivial about societal glue. This is the stuff from which communities are formed” (41). This is what I concentrated on during the week in Juneau. I attempted to identify places where I could apply glue. My mind continually raced to think ahead and spot those moments when I could change a normal activity into a communal one. 


After a week of early morning walks, hours of professional reading, and listening to ATRN members share their knowledge with others, I left rested, encouraged, and ready to continue. I felt renewed in the focus of professional reading, support community, and empowerment. I wonder if the others find ATRN as renewing as I do. In the October issue of our ATRN newsletter, Bernie Sorenson, a Juneau teacher researcher, interviewed Valerie, a new ATRN member. Valerie addressed the importance of a continuing support community:

But, like kids, we need to be fostered and nurtured. How this is done in ATRN is through the network. I know that I have an audience no matter what. I also know that we have each other for support. Finally, to be a real professional we must grow and be challenged. ATRN will provide you with an opportunity to grow and expand professionally by forcing you to think and reflect on your teaching. It has given me a lot of pride knowing I am a part of this group.


Everything appeared to be going well. Those I contacted in October and November were eagerly collecting data and were finding relevant articles in journals. Then winter arrived.

Winter Meetings


January at the post office is a depressing place to be. All the Christmas decorations are down, the darkness outside presses in, and the mail is not as frequent as in November and December. The boys and I still go to pick up our mail, but our enthusiasm is gone. We rush in and out; conversation is limited. It’s a cold, dark time in Alaska, and the dark emphasizes the distance from family. The feeling of isolation takes over.


I’m in a slump with my research. ATRN needs to get together again—I need to get together again. I need to talk about where I am and what I’ve done, and I need help to see what to do next. I’ll call Jenine. We’ll plan a meeting in Anchorage in January. It’s a central location, January is a dismal month, and Anchorage has tall buildings with good book shops. The meeting will encourage me to continue. I didn’t even ask the local ATRN people if they wanted to travel to Anchorage and meet with the others across the state. In fact, I didn’t ask anyone; I told Jenine this is something that we should do. I just assumed that because I wanted to, everyone else did, too. 


Others must have felt the same, because twenty of us joined each other in one hotel room, sitting on the floor, propped up on the bed, leaning against the doors, and lined up on the sofa, listening intently to Janelle share her data collection methods. It doesn’t matter that we can’t afford a place to meet. This is better. Look at everyone, knee to knee, eye to eye. Being close together is good. It allows us to have physical contact as well as mental contact. The energy in here is incredible. I can almost see it radiating from each of us and then being absorbed by everyone in the room. It’s almost like soaking up the sun on the beach in Hawaii. Initially I suggested that we divide into small groups to share our progress with our projects, but everyone wanted to hear everything. So we divided up the time equally and stayed together. Togetherness outweighs efficiency. Terrific! 


The winter meetings now have a general format of sharing progress, reading and discussing articles, encouraging each other, taking in a play or concert in the evenings, and, of course, shopping, all within a Friday night and a full day on Saturday. The weekend becomes the “Parks Hot Springs” experience in January. Climate, communication, consensus, challenges, and celebrations stuffed in a day and a half. The evening activity and the shopping are as important as the readings and discussions. Informal conversations, personal exploration of ideas, and “what do you think?” are set against a nonthreatening background of choosing a sweater or sharing the latest good book. These activities provide continuous threads that tie us together. 
A Transition


In my letters home, I often wrote about my friends at the post office and the latest happenings in Alaska. In turn, while waiting in line, my post office friends heard about my relatives and the news from Outside. My two families were blending together, but gradually, the type of information I shared with each changed. In the letters to my family, I talked about the larger, more important family issues of Ken’s job, possible Outside visits, and the boys’ school progress. My post office family heard about the immediate events in my life—a flat tire, frozen pipes, chickenpox, and the chicken on sale at the grocery store. 

The same thing occurred in ATRN. We found that having a strong governing board wasn’t effective for the organization. The issue of power, decision making, and regional needs caused us to rethink our goals. At the winter meeting in 1994, we decided to emphasize strong local groups and have the ATRN board serve as a central information agency. The ATRN board would continue to publish our state journal and plan the winter meeting, while the local ATRN chapters would create their own agendas for supporting and sharing teacher research within their specific geographical region. The statewide ATRN organization planted seeds all over the state, and now the seeds are spreading. Southeast, Kodiak, the Interior, western Alaska, and the North Slope now have teacher research groups started. Each, however, has different needs in terms of personal development. The size and diversity of our state has a lot to do with this, and we all teach in such different situations with different populations. If we can build strong local groups, they will be the best support for the individual teacher researchers. We have to be careful not to lose the “part of a larger community” feeling. The rural teachers especially need to feel part of a wider professional community. It’s a precarious balance between the local groups and the larger organization. In ATRN, the local groups and the statewide group are essential and need the sense of community, but in different ways. It’s an interesting combination of needing to be supported and nurtured as a beginning teacher research community as well as importance of each teacher research community supporting and nurturing ATRN as a whole. Each needs each other.
Fairbanks ATRN


In some ways, my local post office community became more important than my family far away. Lou recommended the best place to buy winter tires. Rita suggested that Ken might want to talk to Al at the lumber yard about a job. She heard “there might be a job opening.” Sara and I shared pediatricians and babysitters. We supported and helped one another because we saw each other often and could offer immediate aid or encouragement.


I developed a corresponding feeling with my research family in Fairbanks. Since we saw each other at monthly ATRN meetings and other teacher gatherings, we came to know each other well. Through our monthly meetings, I attempted to recreate the climate, communication, consensus, challenges, and celebrations of Parks Hot Springs. 
Climate


On the first Saturday of each month, Fairbanks ATRN members gather in my classroom. Student desks are pushed together to form a large rectangular table, gentle music is playing in the background, and the coffee pot is bubbling. At 10:00 a.m. teachers begin to arrive. The next half hour is used for an informal chatting time, and the official meeting starts at 10:30. Everyone contributes to the food: grapes, bagels, cookies, and melon fill the center of the table. Along with food, the table is soon covered with books, articles, journals, and pieces of writing. We eat, talk, and examine all the reading material. By 10:30, we turn on the photocopying machine “Just in case we find something significant.” I set up my computer and ask, “Who wants to write the newsletter this morning?” Karen volunteers, Annie fills her coffee cup once more, and we’re ready to begin.

Communication


On the plane trip home from England, three summers ago, I thought about my local ATRN group. We have a core group of ten or so people each month, but we do lose people along the way. Maybe we should publish our own newsletter after each meeting and send that to people who couldn’t make it to the meeting. That might encourage them to return next month, since they wouldn’t feel so out of it. The newsletter could also be a place to share information, such as publishing opportunities. There are many in the group who could easily publish their work, and they need to know what’s out there. Then maybe we could also include a suggested book or article to read. Make it brief, chatty, informal, and easy to read. I’ll see what the group thinks. 


After presenting the idea of the newsletter, Annie suggested that we add an hour on to the meeting and put it together after each meeting. By November, we found that the writer could quickly edit, revise, and print a finished copy within fifteen minutes after the meeting. I found it important to retain the voice and feeling of the meeting. If it’s too polished, no one will want to write, and it gives a false picture of our Saturday together. In the first newsletter, Annie wrote,

We plan to put out a quick newsletter every time we have our monthly meetings. You are reading an excellent example brought to you by your own Annie Keep-Barnes.


The newsletter really becomes the minutes of our meetings and usually begins by reviewing our discussions. In January:

We discussed an article by Cynthia McAllister “Teaching Stories and Possible Classrooms: How Teacher Stories Shape Classroom Truths” (1994). We talked about failures we’ve had as teachers and teacher researchers. About how we more often see success stories instead of the stories that relate to moments in the classroom that were not successful. We need to hear both points of view. 


Our meetings tend to focus on the disasters, while our writing centers on the successes. We’re able to share our doubts at the ATRN meetings because we are close, comfortable, and supportive with each other, but we’re not willing to share those experiences with the world yet (Newkirk, 1992). 
We are so busy with our everyday kinds of stuff that we don’t take the time to write down our stories. “Concrete walls, rigid schedules”, too, can keep us from sharing. Being a part of the ATRN groups gives us the opportunity to go beyond that. 

Today’s participants see themselves as part of a welcoming community. Yay!
We feel a strong need to talk about what is happening to us. We talked about the nature of “chat.” The function of chat and the hierarchy of chat and how it is discouraged in some schools. There are more important THINGS to do. 


I recognized this several years ago, when I discovered that we were spending most of our meeting time “chatting”. We all felt the urgent need to talk with listening colleagues since we couldn’t do it within our work day, but I also realized we could “talk” away the whole morning. We resolved this by setting aside the first half hour for generalized talk, and the rest of the morning we focused on teacher research. I wonder if they see the relationship of chat as mentioned in the article to our group structure?
We also talked about the educational discussion groups at our schools. How do you create collegial discussion groups without pushing your agenda? How do you select what to read? 

It’s nice to see some of the members considering leading a school discussion group. We gain strength and take risks by being together and supporting each other.

Along with our discussion, the newsletter reviews publishing opportunities and books to read:

[March 1995] Terri shared a call for proposals from Heinemann that is looking for articles that reflect teaching the “hard to reach”. The edited book is called Meeting the Challenges. She gave us copies of the request for proposals. 

Many members of this group have pieces ready to publish. I want to keep reminding them that they can do this. It’s not out of their realm; it’s possible. I keep nudging.


Of course, we also discuss our research, our dilemmas, and our wanderings. The April newsletter recorded the following research projects: 

Barb Smith shared her first draft on her question, “How do classroom adaptations affect a special needs child?” Her paper will tell about her study of one child and the growth he has made, as well as reflecting on the changes she has gone through.

Cindy Karns shared that she made a bulletin board on portfolios for Ryan Middle School teachers. There was an interesting mix of responses from teachers. She is looking at how to share information with other teachers and how teachers change. At this point she is collecting data and recording observations.

Bonnie shared her ongoing research on collegiality. Her focus is how to build community and collegiality among building staffs. She is looking at staff development classes, both those she has conducted and the one conducted by Terri. One issue that came up in our discussion was who “owns” the ideas in teaching. We discussed the ethics of researching someone else’s class.


The newsletter is a quick and easy way to stay in contact with each other, especially during the cold weather when it’s difficult to travel. After the recorder revises the newsletter, a volunteer takes the letter, copies it, and mails it to each Fairbanks member the following week. At our September meeting, Karen commented on the effectiveness of the newsletter: 

I almost didn’t come. I kept telling myself that I have to draw the line and say no somewhere, but the flyer kept drawing me. So I drove my usual two-hour drive, and now I’m glad I’m here because I need this community.


In October, I noted in my journal: “On the local level, our newsletter is great. At last week’s in-service, two members said they really like it and they would be at the next meeting. (They missed the first two.) It’s nice to hear words of encouragement. I was afraid that the newsletter would get tossed aside. I’ll share this at the next meeting. It’s easy to become complacent with a group that meets frequently. I need to continually explore new communication ideas that will pull us together and strengthen our affiliation with other ATRN members. 

Challenges


In my sixth-grade classroom, I sometimes create challenges to move the class closer together. The challenges I propose for the local ATRN chapter serve two purposes. The first, and where I place the most emphasis, is to create deeper ties among the members. The second is to nudge each member to professionally stretch and venture into new territory. Combined, the two challenges guide my actions and thinking as I plan for the Fairbanks ATRN members being together, coming together, and working together.


We have no problem in being together. We enjoy each other’s company and could probably spend twenty years on a desert island together and never run out of topics of conversation. I am continually concerned about inviting new people into the group and helping them feel comfortable. After the September meeting, I recorded:

It just felt good being together again. Ann was the newest member today. She came with Karen. We need to make sure she feels included and that we don’t talk about people, etc. whom she doesn’t know. We need to take time to fill her in. [I don’t want us to become like the teachers in my building who exclude so many others.]


I recorded another concern in November:

I’m worried about Sue. It was only her second time and our meeting seemed rather disjointed today. The meeting has got to have more meat to be worthwhile for her, I think. [Sue is working on her master’s degree. I know she needs some response time, so we’ll schedule that in for next month. I’ll write a note asking her if she wants to share her study in December.] 

This is a recurring theme in all our meetings. How can we welcome new teacher researchers and make them feel comfortable? During one meeting, we talked extensively of this concern:


“Can I bring up an issue before we read,” Terry inquired and looked around the table. We all nodded. “It’s just that I think we need new blood in this group. I’m afraid we’re all getting stagnant because the same people come all the time. It’s just a concern I have.”


“Well,” Karen began, “it makes me feel comfortable to see the same people. I’m more open and I think I share more.”


“We’ve talked about this before, and we do have to remember that teacher research isn’t for everyone,” reminded Annie as she took another sip of her coffee. Everyone started talking at once, but Ann, our newest member spoke out, “Maybe we should think of the numbers that we touch rather than the number sitting around the table here. Think of all the students we come in contact with and how we affect them.” Yay, Ann is speaking up. As a new member she doesn’t say much yet. Everyone has such definite opinions about this. We do need to invite new people in, and we really want to do that, but I think the group is also afraid of the changes that it will create.

“That reminds me of something Alan Glatthorn told me in a letter last year,” I add. “He said that we should love what we’re doing and have fun and not to worry about who is there or not there. While I think teacher research is the greatest idea since wheels, and I think this group is absolutely the best, I also realize, like Annie said, that it’s not for everyone.” 


“I do think it’s an issue that we should continually examine,” added Terry.


We all agreed that new people would be great, but that it’s difficult to interest already busy teachers with another idea. We have a desire to share the benefits of teacher research, but are unable to do so successfully. What brought us to teacher research, and shouldn’t we be able to replicate this for others? This discussion resurfaced many times throughout the year, and again at our last meeting of the year, a five-day retreat.


Barb began, “I keep thinking of all the teachers. There’s got to be people out there that would do a good job of sharing and are doing neat things in their classroom. I know we’re not the only ones. There’s got to be a way to draw them in here so they can share. I’m not sure what it is yet.” Good, Barb is considering ways to expand the group. She’s taking a more active stance than she has before.


“Well,” Ruth added, “if you have these discussion groups at many of your schools, it doesn’t mean that all would be interested in taking it further, but maybe you could try having a weekend beginners’ retreat. Just for people who are interested and it would just be Friday night, all day Saturday and a bit on Sunday.” If we offered a weekend seminar, then these members would need to help shape the agenda and present during the weekend. It would be very good practice for us all and prepare us for a wider audience in sharing. 

“That would give them a taste,” continued Ruth, “and maybe they could just be brainstorming what their questions might be and just beginning to think about how they might start to observe in their classroom and collect stuff with an eye toward taking a beginning basic course in the summer, but it would be like an introduction for them or something. And that might draw them in.” Ruth always has such a gentle way of inviting people in. I would like to spend time watching her teach. 


“I read a book called Global Paradox, by Naisbitt” (1995), Karen added. “He says to think small. Small is the future, and personally I don’t think big is all that great. It’s unwieldy and with large numbers, you get people who aren’t that committed. If you’re small, probably everybody there is excited.” Karen definitely feels better with a small group. She’s shared this with the group before. We need to figure out a way to balance Karen’s concern and the urge to increase participant numbers.

As we come together each month to share our research, we also continually struggle with the political ideas as well. Ways to expand teacher research; ways to deal with colleagues, parents, and the administration; and ways to remain honest and ethical in our teaching practice and writing fill the edges of our conversations. We’ve yet to resolve any issue, but the conversation is our exploration in difficult and tricky areas. In December, we talked about a new school opening in our district and the announcement of the new principal. We had hoped for a more liberal principal so that we could propose a school within a school of teacher researchers. My question was, “Do we want to form our own private school?” We spent time listing the pros and cons and decided to see if the charter school bill would be passed in the state legislature in the spring. How strongly do we believe what we say? Are we willing to take the risk? The idea is germinating. Will we have the courage to do this? Little did I realize that two years later, four of us would open Chinook Charter School based on the idea of reflective inquiry for teachers and students.

Celebration


In 1993, I suggested we host a statewide conference for teacher researchers. The Fairbanks ATRN members took the challenge and created the first Northern Voices: A Research Forum. We did everything, from advertisements to preparing lunches for seventy-five attendees. The following year, we again offered the forum, but this time to a smaller number.


In January, as spring approached (we are exceedingly optimistic), we talked again about the Northern Voices Forum. The information in the newsletter recorded our indecision:

Do we want to do it? We need to talk about it at our winter meeting. Annie’s feeling is to have the emphasis placed on a basic research institute. Maybe we need to have a statewide basic seminar again? What do we want? What do we need? Not every teacher is going to do this. Maybe a retreat for teacher researchers early in June, maybe in Anderson. . . . Possible speakers? Ruth Hubbard? We discussed the possibility of Salcha and Terri’s house as other retreat places.


We all seem so tired this spring. It’s been a long winter with difficult contract negotiations, a threat of a strike, and community misunderstanding. I know I have doubts about my energy level needed for the forum. We need to do something for ourselves. A retreat may be just the thing. In April, we announced in a bright blue flyer: 

Announcing the First Ever

Alaska Teacher Research Network Summer Retreat

with special guest 

Ruth Hubbard

coauthor of The Art of Classroom Inquiry & co-editor of the Journal of Classroom Research
Place: Beautiful, sunny Fairbanks, at the Austin “Research, Recovery, and Retreat Center” (AKA, Terri’s house).

Dates: Sunday, June 4 to Friday, June 9

Cost: $150.00 (includes housing, meals, a large library, and Ruth)

Credit: 2 or 3 credits (500 level) pending approval (additional fee for credit)

Who are teacher researchers? YOU may be. To find out take this simple quiz.

1. 
Are you curious about your classroom and what practices seem to work well with your students? yes or no 



2. 
Do you look reflectively at yourself and your students in order to better inform your classroom practice? yes or no 


3. 
Have you found that research done in artificial environments does not meet your needs? yes or no



4. 
Do you have stories to tell about learning that other teachers need to hear? yes or no 




Add up your score. Four: Grab your tape recorder, you’re eager for a research project. Three: Reflection is your thing, come join us. Two: New questions intrigue you; you’re ready to tackle current educational issues. One: As a practicing teacher, a new perspective is in your future. Zero: Come join us anyway—we’re a bit strange, but fun.

We guarantee a week of reading great professional materials, working with experts in classroom research, good food, and lots of fresh air and entertainment. (This is a very casual affair. Some of us will be sleeping on the floor, and all of us will be sharing bathrooms.)

Space is limited to the first 15 people who register.

Send registration and $25.00 (write your check to Terri Austin—ATRN) to:

Annie Keep-Barnes


We decided to sponsor a five-day retreat for our own enjoyment and benefit. Barb, Cindee, Bonnie, and Annie reflected on this endeavor the last evening of the retreat.

Annie:
When we were all tired this spring, we decided to do something nice for ourselves. And this was no work for anybody except for Ken, but the workload was minimal. I mean, you know how hard we worked for those two forums. 


It was nice not to have to kill ourselves for the forum. I miss the excitement of the presentations and speakers, but for this experienced group of teacher researchers, this week was ideal.
Cindee: 
Oh, yeah!

Barb: 
I kept wondering when the shoe was going to fall here. I was waiting for somebody to call and say, “Oh, here’s your list, you need to do this, this, and this.” Nothing happened. 

Bonnie: 
Well, I don’t think we need to feel hesitant about not doing this every year.

Cindee: 
As long as Ken can handle it. [Lots of laughter.]


Ken did all the cooking and food shopping. He kept us wonderfully fed all week.

Barb: 
And also, if Terri wants to give her house up each time and that kind of thing. 


The retreat is my gift to everyone in ATRN—my house, my library, and my great cook, Ken. Everyone works so hard during the school year, they deserve a carefree, relaxing week. I admire them for their dedication. 

Annie: 
Yeah, for this point in my life, this is exactly what I needed. [All agree.] 


Me too. I needed time to take a breath and see where I was. I also wanted to get a feel from this group about where we need to go next. After this week, the confidence is high. I would like some of them to become more public with their research, either to publish in Ruth’s journal or present at a state conference. I think we are ready to step out further into the national and international research community. 

That last evening, we talked about our week together, beginning with a general question of “What was good?”

Annie: 
The food.

Ruth: 
The atmosphere.

Karen: 
The ambiance.

Annie: 
Writing time and I really enjoyed our morning reading aloud and just reflecting. [Agreement by all.]


We began our day just like I do in my classroom by reading aloud. I enjoyed listening to all the different voices as we took turns reading paragraphs. The common reading pulled us together to face the day of researching by offering us something to discuss and by requiring us to assemble together.
Cindee:
It was strange how the reading always seemed to fit in with whatever I was thinking about later in the day, even though we read out of a different book every day. The reading didn’t matter, it just kind of fit it.

Annie: 
And how the reading topic came out in whatever I read that morning, it also came out in my writing in the afternoon.

Karen: 
Well, the library was one of my favorites. 


I knew she would like the books. She read a lot last year when she stayed with me. She has a wonderful way of pulling together ideas from many different sources and sharing them with us at unexpected times.

Barb: 
I got a lot of ideas about books to read. I have a list now.

Karen: 
And I was able to peruse (through) a lot of books and see which one I didn’t want to order. That was good for me.

Cindee: 
It was nice not to have to bring all my books ‘cause I knew Terri had them all.

Bonnie:
It was nice to have a structure but have it loose enough that you could or could not participate. You could do whatever you wanted to do within that loose structure. Whatever fit your wants. 


That was the purpose of constructing the agenda together on Sunday evening. The week needed to be semistructured to allow each person to reach her goal for the week but unstructured enough to allow for flexibility. 
Barb: 
It was interesting because you didn’t feel guilty. If you were really tired you could go take a rest ‘cause you might have stayed up late working.


I went to sleep listening to Barb and Karen read to each other. 

Barb:
I didn’t feel guilty about taking naps, but at the same time, I got an awful lot done. I liked being able to talk to everybody, ‘cause I can’t write and get much accomplished without being able to ask somebody to read and having the response for all the writing. I think that’s why I got a lot done. I wouldn’t have gotten that much done if I had all those days at home by myself.

Annie: 
No, and by being home, I would have been weeding the garden, mowing the lawn. Well, you, too. And so, even coming thirty miles from home and seeing my family four times while I was here, I still felt like I was doing this just for me. 

Cindee: 
I liked the part where I would be reading something or somebody else would be reading something and say, “Hey, this fits what you’re doing.” You’re not just reading for yourself, because you have all these other people in the back of your head. You’re thinking about what they need, too. So that’s really good. 


Ah! This is a sure sign of community, thinking of others while you work. This is great!

Annie: 
I really like how [even though] it was a pretty loose structure, in that you could do what you wanted in the time. We were good about keeping to the overall schedule, you know.

Barb: 
Especially the writing time. I think we played with everything else, but the writing time was right on.

Annie: 
And we had agreed from the beginning that was going to be sacred. And we kept it sacred, and I think it was that we all cared that we had that time. 


We all have a great feeling of accomplishment from the week.

Bonnie: 
I thought it was so neat—it must have been yesterday or the day before, that everybody was working in all parts of the house. You could hear a pin drop. It was wonderful. 


I, too, noticed this. This is a literary convent! Maybe we’re on to something here.

Ruth: 
There was that writing energy. You could just feel it.

Bonnie: 
It’s neat to be a part of that.


It was.

We applauded our week-long efforts as we reflected on our personal growth. With exception of Ruth Hubbard, we were all local members of ATRN and supporting each other for at least four years. Ruth is our long-distance member. 

Annie: 
You know what else is kind of interesting as I’m kind of watching myself. I wish I could document this, and I’m also watching you guys grow up as researchers. You know, we’re all growing up a little, and so it’s cool. I’m watching myself and I’ve seen it. I feel like I’m growing up. I’m not there yet, but . . .

Cindee:
I wrote a bibliography for the first time.

Annie: 
And, yeah, I’m watching you grow up, and you grow up, and you. . . . It’s cool. It’s sort of like being children together. 


The retreat became our celebration this year. 

Reflection

And we continue to grow up. In the summer of 1996, five of us traveled to Herstmonceux Castle in East Sussex, England, to take part in the First International Conference on Self-Study of Teacher Education Practices. We presented “Gretel and Hansel, Research In the Woods: A Modern Fairy Tale” (Austin, Gaborik, Keep-Barnes, McCracken, & Smith, 1996), an original play about ATRN’s development. In the fall of 1996, four of us opened the first elementary charter school in Alaska. Chinook Charter School, located in Fairbanks, is built upon our convictions as teacher researchers. Through reflecting, questioning, discussing, reading, and writing, we work to improve our practice and our knowledge as professional educators.


The issue of inviting new teachers to join us and while meeting the needs of the more experienced researchers continued to bother me. I alone never was able to fully resolve the issue.


I grew up during the years the boys and I visited the post office. In the beginning I relied on my family letters for advice and guidance. Later, as my post office community grew, I depended on its knowledge to help me solve problems. Later I realized the importance of sharing whatever knowledge I had with others. It was my responsibility to help others as I was helped.
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