
NAVIGATING MOMENTS OF HESITATION: PORTRAITS OF EVANGELICAL EARLY 

CAREER TEACHERS 

by 

HEIDI LYN HADLEY 

(Under the Direction of Kevin J. Burke) 

ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the experiences of early career teachers who identify as 

evangelical Christians as they navigate tensions between their religious and teaching identities. 

Derridean deconstructions of concepts of hospitality and ethics make possible an examination of 

participants’ religiously informed teaching practice as practices of welcoming in the other, but 

also highlight the (im)possibility of unlimiting welcome, particularly around issues of gender and 

sexuality. Portraits of the three participants’ and their moments of hesitation as they 

simultaneously performed both religious and teacher identities were created based on interviews, 

focus groups, personal reflections, and artifact collection. Participants’ experienced moments of 

hesitation around how to attend to gender and sexuality within their classrooms, around the way 

their own religious identities were being read by their students, and by their performance of 

teaching as an opportunity to evangelize or show forth God’s love to their students. This study 

challenges current framings of teacher neutrality with regards to their religious identities and also 

encourages a complicating view of teachers’ religious identities. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I am afraid that the schools will prove the very gates of hell, unless they diligently labor in 

explaining the Holy Scriptures, and engraving them on the hearts of youth. --Martin Luther 

 Researcher Positionality and Study Background 

I was raised a Mormon,1 which seems like a fairly straightforward statement of fact. It 

might be more accurate to say I was born a Mormon, since my parents’ temple marriage 

doctrinally meant I was “born in the covenant.” However it’s said, it would be hard to 

underestimate the vast reach and scope of Mormonism’s influence on my life—as a young 

person, as a teacher, as a researcher, as a mother. Basically, take any identity or persona that I’ve 

taken on in my life, and I could probably tell you in five sentences or less how Mormonism or a 

reaction to Mormonism has shaped that identity. As a child and as a teen, Mormonism made a lot 

of things possible: my seven siblings and I were the direct result of the Mormon interpretation of 

the charge to “go forth, multiply, and replenish the earth” (Genesis 1:28, King James Version) 

but Mormonism also served as the regulatory discourse that makes parenting a large family 

possible. As a relatively obedient Mormon teenager, I didn’t smoke. I didn’t drink. I didn’t do 

drugs. I didn’t have sex. I felt bad for making out (a simulation of the sex act!). I didn’t watch R-

rated movies (and my parents were not that happy about PG-13 movies either). Things I did do: 

read the scriptures, pray twice (or more!) a day, attend early morning seminary (basically, an 

1 The Mormon church is officially titled The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. I continue to refer to it as 

“Mormon” despite the fact that the current prophet has asked members to use the full title. Some of this is nostalgic-

-we called ourselves the Mormons for my entire childhood and young adult life, and I feel uncomfortable using any

other term. But some of it is also a choice to resist what I see as a rebranding movement meant to obscure from the

public less favorable associations with Mormonism and Mormons.
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extra class held at the church across from my high school where we studied the scriptures), serve 

as the vice-president of the seminary council, go to church every Sunday, go to youth group 

every Wednesday, work on my goals for my Personal Progress award (the female equivalent of 

the Eagle Scout Award that the boys completed), and attend the Mormon temple every few 

months to perform baptisms for the dead.  

As I moved into young adulthood, it seemed natural to attend the church’s flagship 

university, Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah. In the middle of my studies, I served a 

year and a half long proselytizing mission in Birmingham, England. I came back home, already 

too old to still be single by Mormon standards (I was twenty-two). By my twenty-third birthday, 

I had finished my last year of college, got engaged, graduated, got married, and started teaching 

high school English in a small town outside of Provo while my husband finished his degree.  

Mormonism influenced my adult decisions, too: my desire to have a large family was 

largely influenced by Mormon family values, my decision to quit teaching after the birth of my 

second child was a direct result of the Mormon prophets’ counseling that families should ideally 

have a stay-at-home mother. We moved for my husband’s career—first Texas, then Alabama, 

and then Georgia—and I had babies all along the way. My children, too, were born into the 

covenant since my husband and I had been married in the temple. All of this to say: for me, 

Mormonism was and is both a religion and an identity. Mormonism constructed me and allowed 

me to construct myself over and over and over again in new states, as a mother, as a teacher, as a 

wife, as a woman.  

It might be enough to simply say that I’m not sure where the break happened—where I 

suddenly realized that I had doubts and that I was so tired of doing the endless mental 

gymnastics that allowed me to make sense of the casual misogyny, homophobia, and racism of 
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the church’s policies and doctrines. It might have started from the moment I picked up my first 

book as a child and entered worlds where other thoughts were thinkable, where other ways of 

being were possible—certainly my parents saw the danger in books, even while they encouraged 

me to read the best books they also threw away books that didn’t meet their approval (read: had 

sex in them). It might have started on my mission in England, where it became suddenly very 

clear to me that I felt more like a cog in a corporate machine than a spiritual minister to 

humanity. Certainly, the easiest story to tell is that it started when my favorite brother came out 

and identified himself as gay—an identity that the church (at the time, at least) had said was less 

about identity and more about apostasy.2 My love and respect for my brother opened up the 

possibility of attending to new-to-me ways of thinking about gender and sexuality with a 

complexity that had been previously impossible. The “official” break happened some ten years 

later, when the church’s position on the baptism of children with gay parents was leaked in the 

media—a position so homophobic and punitive as to make my decision to not attend church 

relatively easy.  

 But a break is never really a break. Yes, I no longer attend the Mormon church. 

Mormonism is an important part of who I have been, but it is still a part of what has made me 

who I am and who I am becoming. I still consider myself to be a heritage Mormon—which for 

me means that I acknowledge the deep role Mormonism plays in my heritage, my family, my 

culture, and my sense of who I am and might be, while rejecting the religious doctrines, beliefs, 

                                                 
2  In the Mormon Church, the term “apostasy” or “apostate” can be applied to any church member who disagrees 

with church leaders or church doctrine, but it has generally been reserved for serious issues of difference that 

involve encouraging other people to leave the church as well. In recent years, it had most frequently been used as a 

label for members who were actively leading other members astray--especially in terms of modern polygamous 

practice or an attempt to establish a separate church. Apostasy can lead to excommunication from the church, which 

still happens regularly within the Mormon church. The term also is used--generally in a half-joking way--to refer to 

anyone who has left the church or who doesn’t follow the guidance of the church in terms of dietary restrictions, 

sexual practice, etc. 
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and truth claims of the religion itself. There are weird, filamental leftovers of practice—coffee 

still smells like sin to me,3 for example, and I still can’t wear sleeveless shirts without feeling a 

little tawdry. Most importantly for this study of evangelical Christian teachers, my heritage 

Mormon identity has left me with an understanding of the pervasive and fundamental influence 

of religion on every aspect of my life—especially the way that religious discourse shaped what 

version of teacherhood I performed as a high school teacher.  

I applied for graduate school almost simultaneously with my final break from 

Mormonism. I remember speaking with my soon-to-be advisor about his research interests, and 

he mentioned that he studied religion and education—a topic, it seemed to me, that was 

personally interesting but not actually connected to real work, real teachers, or real kids. I 

enrolled in his graduate seminar on religion and teaching, partly because it felt like I should—

what with power dynamics being what they are in academia, but also out of curiosity.  Was it 

really possible to build a reputable career on a personal interest on an even more personal topic 

like religion? Shouldn’t I focus my time on things like reading fluency or effective writing 

instruction? My enrollment in the class coincided with my first assignment to teach preservice 

teachers, and the combination of the two experiences was eye-opening. First, I learned from the 

seminar readings that people were doing real work about religion with real teachers and real kids, 

from a variety of perspectives. There were studies that looked at the different literacy practice of 

high schoolers from different religions (Rackley, 2014) and scholars who argued for the 

inclusion of religious topics in curriculum and teacher education programs as a way of building a 

diverse, pluralistic society (James, 2015; Kunzman, 2006; Nord & Haynes, 1998). There were 

3  This is especially ironic considering that, in theory at least, I no longer believe in the general concept of sin. 
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books that traced the often-contested boundaries and relationship of religion and education 

through the United States’ history (DelFattore, 2004).  

 At the same time as I was learning about the real work being done by educational 

researchers on the topic of religion and education in my coursework, I was working with my first 

group of preservice teachers in Teaching Writing to Adolescents. These preservice teachers were 

bright, engaged, nervous and excited about teaching. Through a final project for my religion 

course, I interviewed several of these preservice teachers about the way religion influenced their 

concepts of teaching, their experience in our preservice teaching program, and their beliefs about 

students. In these interviews, I found that many of my evangelical Christian students directly 

connected their teaching to a sense of “calling,” and felt silenced or othered in their education 

courses, particularly in discussions that centered around social justice or LGBTQ-supportive 

classroom practices. Further, some of them were actively (but privately) grappling with their role 

as an evangelical Christian in a public school classroom. That first project led to a continued 

interest in the religious lives of teachers (including my own). As I continued interviewing 

evangelical Christian preservice teachers about their religion, their beliefs about teaching, and 

their experiences in the teacher preparation program, I often wondered how these teachers made 

sense of their religious calling to teach with the actual demands of public school teaching. This 

dissertation, then, is a response to that wondering.  

 I share all of this about my own religious and educational background to make clear my 

own positionality and interest in the topic of religion, evangelical Christian teachers, and 

education. As a result of my experiences, I approach this research as a formerly devoutly 

religious person who also carries a certain amount of anger and skepticism toward the religion of 

my childhood and more broadly, religion in general. One of the discursive moves that was made 
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in my church to quell skepticism was to say: “The church is perfect, people aren’t.” A practicing 

Mormon friend of mine put it more plainly: “I hate Mormons, but I love the doctrines of the 

Mormon church.” My own stance toward religion might be best stated as the complete opposite: 

I admire and respect religious people but I have a great deal of skepticism toward religions 

themselves, particularly as religion relates to issues of power, social equity, and justice.  

What this means for this portraiture study of evangelical Christian teachers is that the 

reader should attend to my positionality as a portraitist as closely as they do to the portraits 

themselves—particularly the ways in which my affection for and affinity with evangelical 

Christian teachers and my ambivalence about the general religious project colors my analysis 

and representation. In art and in research, every portrait is as much a portrait of the portraitist as 

it is of the portrait’s subject (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 2005). I don’t think it is possible, per 

se, for an accounting of my own positionality to erase the ways that my own experiences guide 

my analysis and representations of the data I collected, but I do wish to make my positionality 

and relevant experiences clear for readers.  

Study Rationale 

Religion and education in the United States have long had a complex relationship. 

Almost from the beginning of publicly funded education in the United States, conflict over how 

religion might be taught in public education erupted. At first it was a question not of whether the 

Bible would be taught, but instead over whose (Catholic or Protestant) Bible would be taught. As 

the United States became a more pluralistic society, the very imbrication of religion and 

education began to be questioned (DelFattore, 2004). Despite numerous court cases which 

attempt to clarify the role that public education (and funding) can play in religious instruction 

and expression (e.g. Abington v. Schempp, 1963; Lemon v. Kurtzman, 1971), the United States 
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educational system continues to be intertwined in Christian practice and belief, from the school 

calendar to the languaging of teacher/student relationships to the bell schedules that separate 

periods of study and learning (Burke & Segall, 2015).  

Even today, it is not uncommon for courts to rule on whether a kindergartner in 

California violated the constitutional separation between church and state by handing out candy 

canes with a poem about the birth of Christ (Landau, 2014), whether districts which implement 

yoga as part of a physical education curriculum are favoring certain religions over others 

(Calvert, 2013), or whether a Washington state high school coach can kneel down and engage in 

prayer with players after a game (Stempel, 2017). The ACLU recently filed a suit against a 

Louisiana school district where evangelical bulletin boards, evolution-denouncing guest 

speakers, and student readings of the Lord’s prayer during class time are commonplace (Weaver, 

2017). These kind of legal brangles over how much or how little religion is acceptable in 

publicly funded education indicate the continuing interest and divide in the intertwining of 

religion and education in the United States. 

Current research on religious teachers makes it clear that teachers’ religious identities do 

influence the way that they navigate classroom spaces. I include here studies that attend to K-12 

public school teachers although this study specifically examines secondary teachers because the 

research that has been done on the religious identities and teacher practice of religious teachers 

has been quite small. Previous research established that teachers are more religious than the 

American public at large (Slater, 2000), that many religious teachers pray about their job and 

their students (Hartwick, 2015a; Hartwick 2015b), and that religious beliefs and practices 

influence how teachers behave in classrooms (Huerta & Flemmer, 2005; Journell, 2015, White, 

2010). Additional research underscores the general unpreparedness of preservice teachers to 
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teach from multiple religious perspectives (Anderson, Mathys, & Cook, 2015; Bruce & Bailey, 

2014; Marks, Binkley, & Daly, 2014; Subedi, 2006). What seems to be missing from the current 

available research on teachers is research that examines how teachers are making sense of their 

own experiences as a religious person in a public school classroom. Further, there is a need for 

research that examines how religious teachers are navigating complicated ethical issues within 

their classrooms, particularly because there is an assumption of religious neutrality in these 

spaces (Nord & Haynes, 1998)—current research challenges this assumption of neutrality as 

likely being an impossibility. 

Purpose of the Study and Framing Questions 

At its broadest, this study explores the experiences of evangelical Christian teachers in 

the Deep South, to flesh out more fully (beyond surveys and short answer questions) the tensions 

that are experienced by Christian evangelical teachers in public school classrooms. As White 

(2009) pointed out in her study of the connection of teachers’ religious beliefs with their 

classroom practice, “how teachers use their own religious beliefs to navigate . . . [classroom] 

decisions is silenced” (p. 859). With so little research that focuses on how Christian evangelical 

teachers build a teacher identity that bridges their religious beliefs and their educational 

philosophy, this study more narrowly aims to explore how new teachers (those with three years 

in the classroom or less) are navigating tensions between their personal religious and spiritual 

beliefs and the role of a teacher in an increasingly diverse, pluralistic and cosmopolitan public 

school system. Initial interviews from a pilot study (Hadley & Fassbender, 2019) indicated that 

for these teachers there is a great deal of uncertainty as to how they might approach issues of 

gender, sex, sexuality, and power in classroom interactions with students, which this study 

confirms. However, this study also highlights other issues of classroom practice that evangelical 
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Christian teachers feel unsure about. This study attempts to understand what three evangelical 

Christian new teachers do with that uncertainty and tension.  

The guiding questions of this study were: 

1. How do evangelical Christian teachers’ religious identities make certain

pedagogical practices and stances possible in public secondary language arts

classrooms?

2. How do evangelical Christian teachers navigate what they perceive as tensions in

their role as both a Christian and a public school educator?

Study Considerations 

The overarching goal of this study is to present honest, complex, and complicating 

portraits of evangelical Christian teachers as they navigate the first few years of teaching in a 

public school setting. One of my concerns as a researcher centers around my own ethical 

orientation to my participants. In educational research, religion is often either ignored or 

positioned as a problem; religious teachers are often positioned as stupid or mean-spirited (more 

on this in the literature review). My own previous research with religious preservice teachers 

showed me how easy it would be to simply pull the most shocking statements the participants 

make (shocking, of course, to a liberal, religiously-skeptical audience) and string them together 

in an excoriation of religion and religious teachers in general. Such an approach would, at the 

very least, miss the complexity of the participants and risk oversimplifying a complicated 

experience.  

As a result of these concerns, I chose to frame this study using Derridean deconstruction 

of the concepts of ethics and hospitality—a framework that relies on poststructural 

understandings of discourse, which allows me to position and understand my participants as 
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products and producers of discourse (more on this in the theoretical framework section). I also 

chose to use portraiture as the guiding methodology for my study, in no small part because 

portraiture insists that the researcher looks for goodness in research sites and participants and 

attempts to account for what the definition of goodness is for the participants themselves. Since 

evangelical teachers report feeling othered within the larger educational discourse (Ahn, Hinson, 

& Teets, 2016; Hadley & Fassbender, 2019), I attempt here to attend closely to my own ethical 

responsibility to study participants, by considering how I offer hospitality to them throughout the 

study.  

Definition of Terms 

Religion 

 I use both “faith” and “religion” to describe the social practices and belief systems shared 

by the participants in this study. A precise, broad definition of religion itself is still proving to be 

somewhat linguistically slippery, although there are several workable definitions. Early 

sociological work (Durkheim, 1915/1965) defined religion as a codified system that 

distinguishes between the sacred and profane, more recent sociological work defines it as a 

“stable cluster of values, norms, statuses, roles, and groups developed around a basic social 

need” (Smith, 1995, p. 905).  Other definitions of religion focus on beliefs in supernatural events 

or superhuman beings (Smith, 1995). Religious scholars (Nash, 2001; Newman, 2004) 

distinguish spirituality as an inward expression of personal faith (a term with another slippery 

meaning, but most easily understood as trust in or loyalty to a concept of being), while religion is 

defined as an outward expression of that faith. 

 Although I have attempted to specify between religion in general (which includes 

multiple belief systems with wide and varied belief and worship systems) and Christianity in 
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specific, other scholars who have done work around religion in education in the United States 

often use the terms as vaguely interchangeable, a usage that attests to the dominant role that 

Christianity has played in the United States at large. In these instances, I have attempted to draw 

distinctions where possible. I use the term “religious teachers” when that term is used by other 

educational scholars, but in these cases, unless specified, the term can be understood to have 

strong connections (but perhaps not exclusionary connections) with Christianity. For example, a 

study might report the results of a survey of “religious teachers” and Christian participants might 

make up 90% of the studied religious teachers. Although technically the study includes data and 

responses from teachers who do not identify as Christian, the findings of the study are 

overwhelmingly influenced by Christianity. For this study, I refer to the participants as 

“evangelical Christian teachers” to specify which religion I am specifically referencing. I do, 

however, refer to the participants’ “religious beliefs” and this should be read as a direct reference 

to their Christian religious beliefs. 

Evangelical Christians 

The selected participants of this study all identify as evangelical Christians--a term that 

encompasses a wide variety of Christian faith traditions. Evangelical Christianity is a term that 

“crosses denominational, racial, political, and numerous other boundaries” (Juzwik, 2014, p. 

336) and includes groups such as White Southern Baptists (Lindsay, 2007), Latin American

Pentecostals (Ek, 2008), Anabaptists, and predominantly Black Bible-believing churches 

(Juzwik, 2014). However, evangelicals are tied together by certain common beliefs (sometimes 

called “closed doctrines”). Evangelical Christians are distinguished by a belief in the Bible as an 

authoritative text, a personal relationship with Jesus Christ and a belief that salvation comes 

through his grace. Further, evangelicals have an understanding of their own personal 
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responsibility to exert a redemptive influence on culture, politics, and sociocultural discourses 

(Juzwik, 2014).  

This definition of evangelical Christianity can be complicated because evangelicals can 

be closely aligned with fundamental Christian movements (among others). For example, one of 

the participants of the study personally attends an evangelical non-denominational church, but 

attended a private fundamentalist Christian school (fundamentalism differs from evangelism in 

that fundamentalists believe in a separation of themselves from the world as a means of attaining 

doctrinal purity). Further, none of the participants in this study attended highly charismatic 

churches (which tend to be more common among Pentecostal evangelicals). Charismatic 

churches and congregations experience worship that prioritizes a showing forth of the gifts of the 

Spirit (faith healings, speaking in tongues, etc.), and although the participants were quick to 

assure me that they did believe in the gifts of the Spirit, they didn’t feel spiritual gifts should be 

the center of the worship experience.  

New Teachers 

I purposefully have chosen to focus my study on new teachers, who I define as teachers 

in their first three years of teaching. Ease of access to participants matters here—I have been 

teaching preservice teachers for four years now, and these are teachers with whom I have strong 

relationships of trust, a bond that ideally allows us to discuss matters of faith and teaching with a 

certain amount of openness. But I also have a very specific reason for working with new 

teachers: I am interested in studying them in the act of early career identity formations, while 

they are still teaching in tentative and sometimes uneasy starts, conscious of many of the choices 

and ethical moments that many experienced teachers have already automated through years of 

practice. 
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Although this research on new teachers has implications for teacher induction programs, 

improving teacher induction programs is not the primary focus of this study. What this study 

might do is point out some of the ways that teacher identity (and particularly religious teachers’ 

identity) has been largely ignored as an important component of supporting new teachers within 

teacher induction programs. Teacher induction programs have traditionally been created to 

address high attrition rates among teachers. Studies have shown that just below half of teachers 

leave the profession during their first five years of teaching (Grissmer & Kirby, 1987; Ingersoll, 

2003; Ingersoll & May, 2011). Teacher induction programs have typically focused on supporting 

teachers by attending to issues such as socialization, adjustment, professional development, and 

assessment (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011), and this support has often taken the form of mentoring 

programs (Britton, Paine, Raizen, & Pimm, 2003; Hobson, Ashby, Malderez, & Tomlinson, 

2009). This study of evangelical new teachers also illuminates some of the challenges of new 

teachers that have not previously been accounted for within teacher induction programs.  

Religious Identity 

I use the term “religious identity” as a shorthand term to describe the beliefs and practices 

of the participants, but my use of the term identity is tentative. Like Butler (1996), I remain (and 

hope to remain) “permanently troubled by identity categories” that essentialize, reduce, and 

simplify. When I use the term “religious identity” it should be understood as an 

acknowledgement of the deconstruction of the concept of identity that Derrida encourages 

through the concept of differance—the difference that “shatters the cult of identity and the 

dominance of Self or Other” (Guillemette and Cossette, 2006) and keeps the Self from being 

identical to itself. Although I follow Derrida’s lead in using the term identity, I do acknowledge 

that much of my conception of “identity” is influenced by poststructural conceptions of the 
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subject, subjectivity, and identity. When Derrida speaks of deconstructing the subject, he does 

not intend to destroy the subject or delegitimize the subject. Instead, he explains that “when you 

deconstruct the subject, you analyze all the hidden assumptions which are implied in the 

philosophical, or the ethical, or the juridical, or the political use of the concept of ‘subject’” 

(Derrida, 2001, p. 178). Derrida views deconstruction of the subject not as an act of obliteration, 

but as an act of questioning with the view to “improve the concept of the human subject” (p. 

179), particularly when historical configurations of subjecthood have precluded women, 

children, non-Europeans (among many other formal identities), from being considered subjects. 

This is not to say that Derrida dismisses the concept of identity or is dismissive of 

identity politics (for my purposes, this is important as religious identity is an important piece of 

my study). Rather, Derrida invites a more complicated conception of identity, one that attends to 

alterity and works against societal and cultural constructs that insist on homogeneity at the 

expense of the other—a stance that will be particularly helpful as I consider the identity 

construction and subjectivity of the teachers and classrooms I research. Derrida is suspicious, 

however, of any identity construction that defines identity as exclusive or homogenizing: 

People who fight for their identity must pay attention to the fact that identity is 

not the self-identity of a thing, but implies a difference within identity. That is, the 

identity of a culture is a way of being different from itself ... language is different from 

itself; the person is different from itself. Once you take into account this inner and other 

difference, then you pay attention to the other and you understand that fighting for your 

own identity is not exclusive of another identity, is open to another identity. And this 

prevents totalitarianism, nationalism, egocentrism, and so on. (Derrida, 1997, p. 13) 
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While this attention to difference within identity is important, of particular use to my study is 

how Derrida frames the interiority or the individuality of identity as open to possibility as well. It 

is not enough for a person to attend only to the otherness of other persons, but deconstruction 

opens the person themselves to be “open to another identity”—to attend to (and welcome in) 

both interior and exterior alterity. Since I want to look at how teachers navigate their own 

identity formations, this conception of the deconstructed subject as being open to another identity 

and inner alterity seems especially pertinent. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of this study draws heavily (and most broadly) from 

poststructural conceptions of discourse. Because I am interested in the ethical choices and 

situations that evangelical Christian teachers are navigating as part of their job, I also have found 

Derridean deconstruction of the concepts of hospitality and ethics to be useful in guiding my 

own thinking about how and why evangelical teachers are navigating and making sense of their 

own moments of hesitation.  

Discourse 

 I use poststructural conceptions of discourse to make space for a generous yet critical 

reading of my participants and their performance as teachers in public school systems. Although 

the term discourse has long described the act of speaking and communicating, poststructuralist 

theorists and scholars (Bové, 1990; Butler, 2013; Foucault, 1971/1966 among many others) use 

the term discourse to describe “a particular way of talking about and understanding the world (or 

an aspect of the world)” (Philips & Jorgensen, 2002, p. 1). What makes the poststructuralist 

approach to discourse unique is an understanding of discourse as both limiting and constitutive. 

Discourse, or the way we talk about the world, makes certain ways of thinking and being 
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possible while making other ways of thinking and being impossible. Discourse is not neutral, 

then—it marks the limits and makes possible new figurations of being, speaking, and 

performing.  

For poststructuralists, discourses are always tied up in power, because discourse creates 

systems, disciplines, and institutions which are supported by the discourse and in turn, support 

the discourse. Discourse and power do not necessarily have only negative connotations here (also 

a feature of poststructural understandings of discourse) since power can be used to support 

discourses, to challenge discourses, to change discourses. This is particularly relevant to this 

study concerning the religious discourse of evangelical Christianity, which is both ideological 

and material: Christian discourse makes certain ways of thinking possible and more importantly, 

self-evident or sensical, but it also gives rise to a whole industry which works to maintain or 

challenge the regulatory discourse of religion: churches, pastors, parsonages, religious self-help 

books, youth groups, national conventions, seminaries, religio-political think tanks, to name a 

few. Poststructuralists’ understanding of human meaning-making as a product of discourse and 

discursive figurations, means that truth claims, and especially universal truth claims are highly 

suspect. Bové (1990) explains that “all ‘truths’ are relative to the frame of reference which 

contains them; more radically, ‘truths’ are a function of these frames; and even more radically, 

these discourses ‘constitute’ the truths they claim to discover and transmit” (p. 56). What makes 

discourse so powerful, then, is how discourse creates truths that within the discourse are, as 

Bové, calls it commonsensical or self-evident. Foucault (1971/1966) refers to the same discursive 

constructions which make certain ways of thinking and being possible as the grid of 

intelligibility; Laclau (1995), drawing on Kant, might call it the conditions of possibility. Derrida 
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(2001a) points out, too, that discourse is not ever completely closed to reinterpretations and 

reconfigurations, discourse has the possibility of “a field of infinite substitutions” (p. 289). 

A poststructural approach to discourse makes several underlying approaches to this 

particular study possible. First, framing participants as both products and participants in 

discursive figurations and practices makes possible a simultaneously critical and generous 

approach to the participants’ performance of evangelical Christian teacher in public education 

classrooms. Instead of framing some of the participants’ beliefs and practices as shocking or 

outrageous (although they may seem so to me, within my own discursive framework as a fairly 

liberal education instructor), a discursive analysis situates these beliefs and practices as sensical 

within the discourse that created them. This does not mean that certain beliefs and practices are 

not problematic, but simply offers a way of viewing beliefs and practices as a product of 

discourse. I do not, of course, wish to minimize the possibility of resistance and reconfiguration 

of discourse by the participants. Nor do I believe that taking an underlying theoretical 

understanding of discourse means that I cannot acknowledge that certain participant beliefs and 

practices are problematic within the larger educational discourse. For Derrida, discourses are 

meant to be examined, critiqued, challenged, problematized, and loosened, and of course, 

deconstructed with the possibility of new constructions and new performances. 

Derridean Deconstruction 

I first turned to Derrida to consider questions that were important to my own ethical 

approach to teaching evangelical Christian students. Briefly, I was exploring what it might mean 

to responsibly construct another human being. As a teacher educator, I felt very torn about how I 

might construct the future teachers I worked with—there seemed to me to be a split 

responsibility to the individual themselves but also to the many individuals who would be a part 
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of their classrooms as well. This dichotomy between responsibility to the individual and 

responsibility to the universal is an important element in my interest in evangelical Christian 

preservice teachers. Derrida’s deconstruction of the concepts of hospitality and ethics have 

particularly informed my own positionality as a researcher, my conception of my research 

participants, and my methodological choices.  

The other, deconstruction, and hospitality. 

Derrida’s conception of the other is based in a deconstruction of the subject, which is a 

historical tracing of how the human being came to be understood as ‘the subject of his or her 

own experience, life, activity, responsibilities and so on” (Montefiore, 2001, p. 177 ).  For 

Derrida (2001), the concept of otherness springs from historical configurations of subjectivity—

deconstruction invites an affirmation of difference while still saying, “Yes, I speak to you, I 

address you, I listen to you” (p. 180). Deconstruction of the subject allows for a welcoming of 

the other, for the creation of an “attentiveness to otherness, to the alterity of the other, to 

something new and other” (p. 180). This is why deconstruction is sometimes defined most 

simply as a respect for the other (Anderson, 2012; Caputo, 1997; Sinha, 2013). 

 Welcoming of the other ties directly to Derrida’s deconstruction of the concept of 

hospitality (Derrida 1997/2001), a term that he prefers over the term tolerance when explaining 

his conception of what welcoming the other might look like. For Derrida, who draws heavily on 

Kant’s work here, ethics is hospitality, and hospitality “is culture itself and not simply one ethic 

amongst others” (Derrida 1997/2001, p. 16). As one expects from Derrida, he sees a tautology, 

an aporia, an impossibility in the enactment of absolute hospitality—an aporia that is contained 

within the word itself.  Derrida has described an aporia as the space between the possible and 

impossible; often when Derrida uses the term aporia, he presents a sort of possible-impossible 



19 

paradox. For example, he examines the concept of true, selfless giving as a concept whose 

possibility is only possible in its impossibility. In the case of hospitality, Derrida points out that 

the word derives from the Latin word for stranger (hospes) and evolved in other words to mean 

enemy (hostile) when combined with the Latin pets which means to have power (potential, 

potent)? (Caputo, 1997) Built into this word then, is the impossibility Derrida seeks to capture: 

how does one wholeheartedly welcome a guest while remaining in power, while remaining the 

head of the household?  

Derrida’s careful examination of the responsibilities and commitments of hospitality, 

both in philosophical and religious literature—a deconstruction of what hospitality has come to 

mean and what sociopolitical commitments are hidden within the concept itself—opens up space 

for possibility within an impossibility. What Derridean deconstruction of hospitality makes space 

for are new performances of hospitality that trouble the limits of an unlimited welcome and 

question whether the foundational understandings of what it means to be hospitable might be 

reworked and reconfigured. 

Derrida traces the concept of hospitality by examining the writings of Sophocles, the 

stories of Oedipus and Antigone, the Biblical story of Lot and his daughters. At its most simple, 

what Derrida finds in these foundational pieces is that hospitality is a welcoming in of the other, 

of the foreigner. Absolute hospitality, Derrida (1997/2000) points out, 

requires that I open my home and I give not only to the foreigner . . . but to the absolute, 

unknown, anonymous other, and that I give place to them, that I let them come, that I let 

them arrive, and take place in the place I offer them, without asking of them either 

reciprocity or even their names (p. 25). 
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Hospitality, under Derrida’s methodical deconstruction, could never be just that simple, of 

course. Derrida sees in hospitality multiple aporetic constructions. The unlimited, absolute nature 

of hospitality always must be limited. There can be no hospitality without finitude, or without 

some limit to demarcate the beginning and the end of hospitality. If there is not finitude, the 

receiver of hospitality is no longer a welcomed other, but a parasite (we can think, here, of 

Penelope’s suitors in The Odyssey [Homer, 1919], who trespassed the hospitality of Odysseus’ 

home for years on end). There can equally be no hospitality without sovereignty, or without the 

power of the host to make decisions about when and to whom hospitality is offered. The host 

must be in possession of his4 own house in order to offer hospitality, because what will the host 

offer if he has nothing to offer at all?  

 Thus, finitude and sovereignty are essential characteristics of hospitality, but they are also 

the characteristics that make it possible for violence to be enacted within hospitality. Derrida 

(1997/2000) points out that “since there is no hospitality without finitude, sovereignty can only 

be exercised by filtering, choosing, and thus by excluding and doing violence. Injustice, a certain 

injustice . . . begins right away, from the very threshold of the right to hospitality” (p. 55). 

Hospitality, in order to be hospitality, in order to be a freely given gift from host to hosted, 

implies an inequality, a power imbalance, an ability to give to someone who has nothing in this 

place. What we might consider for the religious teachers in this study is how they define 

hospitality: to whom do they offer hospitality, how do they filter, choose, and exclude others 

from hospitality, and what criteria do they use to determine who is an other who is eligible to 

receive hospitality and who is an other who is not eligible?  

                                                 
4  I use here the he/his/him pronouns because, as Derrida (1997/2000) points out, hospitality has historically been 

(and in many instances, continues to be) “a conjugal model, paternal and phallogocentric. It’s the familial despot, the 

father, the spouse, and the boss, the master of the house who lays down the laws of hospitality” (p. 149). 
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An essential piece of Derrida’s (1997/2000) deconstruction of hospitality is his 

consideration of the moment of arrival, or the moment when a stranger, a foreigner, an other 

appears on the horizon and makes hospitality necessary. Importantly, or of particular interest to 

this study, the stranger/foreigner/other may speak a different language, may require a certain 

amount of forbearance or tolerance with their otherness, may test the limits of hospitality by 

virtue of their very otherness. The stranger may be one who questions. The stranger may ask 

different questions than have been asked before. The stranger may even be one whose questions 

disturbs the comfortable way of thinking and doing and being that have been established in this 

place, by these people who must now offer hospitality. Derrida says that the 

stranger/foreigner/other “shakes up the threatening dogmatism of the paternal logos: the being 

that is, and the being that is not” (p. 5). The appearance of a stranger or an other requires a 

recalibration of who is a being, who is eligible to receive hospitality, and who is instead—as 

Derrida terms it—a barbarian or a wholly other or a “being that is not”. These recalibrations are, 

of course, based on considerations of who is counted to be the subject of their own experiences 

and are highly contextualized within sociopolitical frameworks. These moments of decision can 

lead to moments of violence, refusals to forbear, or failures of hospitality.  

For evangelical Christian teachers, this moment of arrival is equally important. How and 

why are they determining who is a stranger and who is a “being that is not”? What sociopolitical 

frameworks shape their understandings of the stranger and the “being that is not”? How might 

the act of teaching in pluralistic public school settings challenge them to recalibrate their 

considerations of who is a being and who is a “being that is not”? How might they identify 

themselves as strangers, foreigners, or others in public school settings? 
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Language, too, plays a role in the Derridean (1997/2000) conception of hospitality, and 

the question of to whom hospitality is offered. The stranger/foreigner/other asks for hospitality in 

a language that is not his own—“the one imposed on him by the master of the house, the host, 

the king, the lord, the authorities, the nation, the State, the father, etc.” (p. 15) Translation, 

then—and here we might consider translation to include customs and behavioral norms, of 

course, but also expectations of the sacred and the profane, religious beliefs and practices—

becomes the first act of violence within the concept of hospitality. Derrida insists this is also 

where the first question about the limits of hospitality begins: “Must we ask the foreigner to 

understand us, to speak our language, in all the sense of this term, in all it's possible extensions, 

before being able . . . to welcome him into our country?” (p. 15) More, language is what makes 

possible the determination of a being from a “being that is not”, as the foreigner is asked to make 

plain his proper name, his place of birth, to make clear the way in which he is to be addressed 

before he is offered hospitality.  

And here is where Derrida (1997/2000) sees another limit to hospitality, another 

boundary on the supposedly unbounded welcome. Drawing on Levinas, Derrida says that 

language is hospitality.  

Nevertheless, we have come to wonder whether absolute, hyperbolic, unconditional 

hospitality doesn’t consist in suspending language, a particular determinate language, and 

even the address to the other. Shouldn’t we also submit to a sort of holding back of the 

temptation to ask the other who he is, what her name is, where he comes from, etc.? 

Shouldn’t we abstain from asking another these questions, which herald so many required 

conditions, and thus limits, to a hospitality thereby constrained and thereby confined into 

a law and a duty (p. 135)? 
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What Derrida is questioning, here, and throughout his deconstruction of hospitality, might best 

be phrased as an exploration of whether hospitality might look different if we choose to perform 

it differently. “Are we the heirs to this tradition of hospitality? Up to what point?” (p. 155) asks 

Derrida as a conclusion, but also as a beginning. The end of Derridean deconstruction, the 

moment when the aporia or the impossibility has been plumbed deeply, is always already an 

opening or an entry point to possibility. What if, for example, we choose to perform a new 

version of hospitality? What might this new performance make possible? What might be 

impossible? Derrida views the deconstruction of the concept of hospitality as an opening up, a 

challenge to create something new, to push the bounds of what hospitality does mean and what it 

might mean. Recognizing the inherent (im)possibility of fulfilling wholly our responsibility to 

the other isn’t intended to be a hopeless or fruitless task, but instead is meant to propel us to do 

something, to performatively challenge the impossibility of hospitality.  

In this exploration of evangelical teachers, I use Derridean conceptions of hospitality to 

consider how teachers’ religious beliefs make certain performances of hospitality (im)possible. 

How do the discursive figurations and practices of their religious identities allow them to 

include, filter, exclude, and make sense of who is a being and who is a “being that is not”. 

Considerations of finitude and sovereignty, the language and violence of hospitality, the 

conditions which make an arrival of the other possible allow for a complex (and often troubled) 

understanding of the way evangelical teachers are constructing themselves and their students in 

public classroom spaces. 

For this study, which examines the tensions that new teachers may feel between the two 

different (and sometimes contradictory) discursive formations of religious calling and public 

educator, Derrida’s conception of hospitality seems of particular pertinence. How can teachers 
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performatively challenge the impossibility of hospitality without first recognizing and 

challenging their own alterity? The too-easy parallel of a teacher as the host of the classroom, 

welcoming in the other embodied in each student, should also be more carefully examined. 

Derrida certainly did not intend the role of host to only apply to people in positions of authority, 

nor the role of other to only apply to those with less power. Instead, teachers are all always host 

and other. The deconstruction of the concept of hospitality is not just a metaphor for how 

classrooms might work—it can instead be thought of as an examination of ethical behavior as a 

teacher and as a learner.  

Aporetic ethics and evangelical Christian teachers. 

As I designed this study, it was important to me to engage the participants with some of 

the ideas and theory that informed my own thinking around the topic. Since I was interested in 

understanding the participants’ decisions through a Derridean lens, I turned to Derrida’s 

deconstruction of ethics, justice, and lawfulness to guide my conversations with participants 

about their moments of hesitation where they felt pulled by sometimes-competing demands 

between their teaching identities and their identities as evangelical Christians. I give an overview 

here of the aporias of ethics that Derrida wrestles and which guided the participants’ thinking 

about how a moment of hesitation might be defined. 

Since Derrida has, at times, equated ethics with hospitality (Derrida, 1997/2001, Caputo, 

1997) and equated deconstruction with justice (Derrida, 1992; Miedema & Biesta, 2004) and has 

equally declared both hospitality and justice to be aporetic concepts (if not impossibilities), one 

can almost excuse Derridean critics for representing deconstruction as a Nietzschean-anything- 

goes-free-for-all. However, to do so is to misunderstand Derrida’s belief that possibility is born 

from impossibility, that the impossibility of justice, hospitality, and responsibility is what opens 
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these conceptions up to new configurations, to new challenges to their intelligibility, and 

ultimately, to new performances of these conceptions.  

In Force of Law, Derrida (1992) lays out three aporias that must be accounted for in any 

decision: the aporia of (in)decision, the aporia of singularity, and the aporia of urgency. In the  

case of ethical decision, all three aporias (decision, singularity and urgency) rely on the 

conception of justice as fundamentally different from the concept of lawful, and different again 

from the concept of right. Derrida draws distinctions between what is legal and what is just; if 

they were the same, he argues, we would require not judges, who are instructed to consider 

context, circumstance, and singularity, but calculators, because legality is a simple matter of 

determining what law was broken and assigning the prescripted penalty laid forth in the law.  

The aporia of (in)decision, then, describes the condition of a “decision [that] turns on 

undecidability” (Anderson, p. 80). In order for a decision to actually, in fact, be a decision, it 

must be more than an application of a rule or a guideline. For Derrida then, every case is other, 

every case requires a new calibration between existing rules and unique interpretations, and a 

responsible or just decision requires attention to the uneven and singular nature of decisions 

themselves. Within this aporia of decision, Derrida insists that the aporia of singularity must be 

accounted for: how to balance universal responsibility with “the singularity of the other” 

(Derrida, 1992, p. 20).  Although Derrida conceptualizes “responsibility without limits” (Derrida, 

1992, p. 19), he also acknowledges that we are constantly making choices about who or what we 

sacrifice in order to be responsible to the singular individual.  

The third aporia that is present in every decision, is the aporia of urgency. Quite simply, 

this aporia insists that while it is impossible to make an entirely just or an entirely ethical 

decision (because of the impossibility of decision and the impossibility of attending 
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simultaneously to singularity and multiplicity), a decision must be made. To continuously defer 

decisions, to allow the impossibility of justice to paralyze decision-making indefinitely, is 

another form of irresponsibility, and so decisions must be urgent. The necessity of action doesn’t 

necessarily forestall the importance of the aporias of decision and singularity, but it does require 

a reckoning, a true decision where one is both aware of who is othered in that decision, and what 

is being privileged.  

Derridean deconstruction is a workable theoretical framework for evangelical Christian 

classroom teachers and educational researchers, particularly around complex issues  For this 

study, I primarily used Derrida’s deconstruction of hospitality to understand and frame my own 

thinking and analysis of the choices of the participants. However, I asked the participants to 

frame their moments of hesitation using Derrida’s deconstruction of ethics and decisions—to 

think about all three of the aporias Derrida identifies in ethical decision making. As part of our 

first focus group (more on this in Chapter 3), the participants and I talked through Derrida’s 

deconstruction of ethics, and then participants shared instances that had happened in their 

classroom where they hesitated because of one of these aporias: decidability, responsibility to the 

multiple and the singular, and urgency. I chose to talk through Derridean aporias of decision 

making with the participants in order to create a shared language to describe and examine the 

kind of complicated ethical calculations I am most interested in researching.  

With my new conception of how to look at this issue—focusing not on what the right 

answer is, but on what the possibilities are—centering moments of hesitation (mine, but perhaps 

more importantly, new teachers’) provided both the languaging and the conceptual focus to guide 

my research. Using Derrida’s conceptions of deconstruction, focusing on teachers’ moments of 

hesitation allows me to frame my research “not [as] an unmasking but [as] a keeping open, alive, 
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loose, on guard against itself” (Lather, 2004, p. 6). To be clear, then, participants used Derrida’s 

deconstruction of ethics to guide their thinking in this study about what a moment of hesitation 

was, what context influenced their decisions. Considering how hospitality frames a welcoming in 

of the other was useful to me as a researcher in making sense of the commitments of the 

decisions that the participants reported as moments of hesitation in their own teaching. In short, 

Derrida’s exploration of concepts like hospitality and ethics guided my research questions and 

personal positionality, but also encouraged me to complicate my research and my stance as a 

researcher. 

Organization of the Study 

This qualitative portraiture study is organized into seven chapters. The first chapter 

provided an overview of the study, defined commonly used terms, and laid out the theoretical 

framework that guides the study. The second chapter gives a conceptual framework for the study 

of religion and education and also examines existing research on religious teachers in public 

school education. Chapter three provides an overview of the study’s methodological approach of 

portraiture. This chapter gives an overview of the procedures I used for data collection, data 

analysis, and data representation, and also examines how I have modified and adapted the 

methodology of portraiture to a poststructural study such as this one. The fourth, fifth, and sixth 

chapters are portraits of the participants. Each participant has their own chapter, although each 

chapter contains multiple portraits. The final chapter is dedicated to interpreting and discussing 

the portraits, attending to patterns (and dissonance) among the participants and their experiences. 

This final chapter also gives recommendations for future research and possible implications of 

this study. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Conceptual Framework 

Educational theorists and practitioners have begun to grapple with what it might mean to 

“take religion seriously” (Nord & Haynes, 1998) in educational spaces. There are numerous 

conceptual articles or books that have added to the overall discussion of why or how religion 

might be conceptualized and taught within American public school classrooms (most notably, 

Burke & Segall, 2017; Carper & Hunt, 2011; Haynes, 2012; James, 2015; Kunzmann, 2006; 

Nord, 2010; Nord & Haynes, 1998; Rogers, 2011; Waggoner, 2016).  

In their highly influential book Taking Religion Seriously Across the Curriculum, Nord 

and Haynes (1998) lay out an argument that religion can and should be taught in all public 

schools and in every content area. They argue that religion has a place in public schools in the 

United States for both civic reasons and educational reasons. From a civic standpoint, they argue 

that American conceptions of liberty are “built on the conviction that it is possible to find 

common ground in spite of [...] deep religious differences” (p. 8) What this might mean for 

educators is that although they may not agree with the religious beliefs and practices of students 

in their classroom, these beliefs and practices must not be excluded from the discourse of public 

education. Nord and Haynes argue that moves in the 20th century to exclude religion from public 

school curriculum were unjust because “it means that we don’t take religious people seriously” 

(p. 8). For Nord and Haynes, the exclusion of religious discussion in American classrooms is a 

violation of the neutrality that is required of public schools by the First Amendment. 
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Nord and Haynes (1998) also argue that there are educational reasons for engaging 

seriously with religion across content and subject areas. They argue that engaging seriously with 

religion and religious ideas is an imperative part of a truly liberal education, because religion has 

influenced the way that humans make sense of the world around them. For Nord and Haynes 

“there are both secular and religious ways of asking, reflecting on, and answering . . . 

unavoidable ‘existential questions’” (p. 38). An education that is devoid of a serious exploration 

of the ways that religious traditions have answered these questions—or just as problematically 

for Nord and Haynes, an education that places religion’s relevance to these questions in the 

distant past—is not Nord and Haynes’ idea of a balanced liberal education.  

Educational scholars in the United States continue to build on initial work by Nord and 

Haynes (1998) by putting forward their own ideas about how the religiosity of students, teachers, 

and American society at large might be “taken seriously.” Carper and Hunt (2011), two self-

described religious conservative educational researchers, argue that Nord and Haynes do not go 

far enough to adequately address the rights of religious families to educate their children within 

their own faith traditions. They call, instead, for a “disestablishing” (p. 82) of public education in 

favor of a model of education that privileges parental rights to educate children according to their 

own beliefs. What this might look like in terms of school policy today, of course, would mean 

vouchers for religious private schools and loosely regulated home school options.  

A very common frame used to argue for the study of religious teachers is the framework 

of multicultural studies, referencing the work of Ladson-Billings (1994, 2000) and Nieto (1996). 

This framing positions both teachers’ religion and the religions of their students as an identity 

category—an identity category that often overlaps with linguistic, ethnic, and racial diversity. In 

these studies (Dedeoglu & Lamme, 2011; Huerta & Flemmer, 2005; Juzwik & McKenzie, 2015), 
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the need to understand teachers’ religious identities is centered in the argument that teachers 

must understand religious identities (their own and others’) in order to effectively connect with 

diverse student populations, create curriculum that included multiple and diverse perspectives 

and experiences, and by extension, teach students to appreciate multiple and diverse perspectives 

and experiences—all without having to relinquish their own beliefs and religious identity. A 

critique of this kind of approach to religious teachers might be that the student is always 

positioned as the other of the teacher, and the teacher is positioned as the norm of the classroom. 

Situating teachers’ religious beliefs and religious understandings as only important in cases 

where the majority of the students’ religious identities may be different from the teachers’ 

religious identity, may minimize the scope of religious identity on teacher practice. In fact, 

certain teacher practices are influenced and made possible by teachers’ religious identities and 

beliefs regardless of whether the students in front of them share those beliefs or not. What might 

be different, of course, in situations where the teacher’s religious identity is different from a 

student’s (or a group of students’) identity is that the teacher’s religiously-influenced practice 

simply becomes more visible when contrasted with the student’s equally religiously-influenced 

practice.  

Other scholars, like Burke and Segall (2017), trace the ways that Christianity is already 

embedded in schools and schooling as a pervasive discursive figuration. For Burke and Segall, 

public schools in the United States are steeped in Christian metaphors and languaging, Christian-

influenced calendars and schedules, and Christian-informed conceptions of kids, teachers, and 

education. Christian discursive figurations are always and already embedded in the very concept 

of what it means to teach or be a teacher through a “hidden curriculum of teaching that positions 

teachers as versions of Christ” (p. 13). Teachers are positioned as both martyrs—endlessly 
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giving of their own time and money for the benefit of students until they burn out of the 

profession—and as saviors—entering classrooms with the intent of rescuing students from 

themselves, their families, their culture, and their communities. This is especially important for 

the participants of this study as they discuss how they navigate their classroom and student 

relationships as Christian teachers who are conscious of their call to perform a version of 

teaching that centers Christian ideals of teaching by showing forth God’s love to their students. 

By arguing that religion—and importantly for this study, Christianity—is already 

embedded in the discursive figurations of schools and classrooms, Burke and Segall’s work can 

be viewed as an invitation for fellow educators and educational researchers to reframe current 

arguments about religion and education (which often focus on how much religion in public 

schools is too much or too little) to a deeper and more critical conversation about the 

predominantly Christian religious discourse that already exists in public school systems. 

This study of evangelical Christian teachers and how their Christian identities make 

certain pedagogical stances and practices possible assumes that Christianity and Christian values 

and practices already are present and circulate within public school classrooms.  Where Burke 

and Segall (2017) situate their work in a conceptual religious reading of the general practices of 

and assumptions implicit in education, teaching and teachers, this study “takes religion seriously” 

by exploring how teachers’ navigate their explicit religious identity and positionality as 

evangelical Christians within classrooms. Like Burke and Segall, I argue that the questions 

researchers ask regarding how much religion is or isn’t present in classrooms or how much 

should be present as part of a public, taxpayer funded education becomes a moot point because 

Christianity is already imbricated within public classrooms. In this study, I examine the ways 

that Christianity might be present in public classrooms in the beliefs and practices of evangelical 
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teachers. Instead, what we as educational researchers might ask is how we attend to the religious 

tensions that are inherent in a public school system that is purported to be religiously neutral and 

pluralistic at the very same time that it privileges Christianity. These tensions, of course, are 

already being plumbed with other identity categories like race, sexuality, gender, and class—

religion has been referred to as “the last taboo subject” (Campbell, 2015, p. xiii). What I argue 

here, then, is not that evangelical Christian teachers are wholly problematic or wholly 

unproblematic, but rather, that evangelical Christian teachers are complicated subjects who make 

choices about classroom ethics and practices in ways that are influenced by their religious 

discourse.  

Although there is a growing body of research that explores what teachers believe and 

what they know about religion, education research remains scant that addresses how teachers’ 

beliefs and religious discourses influence their teaching practice and teaching philosophy. 

Studies have tended to define religious literacy narrowly (largely through surveys and 

quantitative methods that aim to measure teachers’ knowledge about world religions), and while 

qualitative studies do exist, the corpus of research on religion and teacher identity and practice 

remains very small. In the field of English Education, the dearth of research linking teachers’ 

religious belief and teachers’ instructional practice is even more pronounced. 

This section considers quantitative and qualitative studies as well as conceptual pieces 

that shape my understanding of evangelical Christian teachers and frame the current study (See 

Appendix A for a summary table of the empirical studies that make up the bulk of this literature 

review.).  



33 

Religious Teachers—Beliefs, Practices, Identity 

With the rise of identity politics and critical examinations of curriculum and public 

school classrooms, recent scholarship has turned to examinations of teacher identity. Increased 

attention to the intersections of Marxist, feminist, and critical race theories (among other critical 

theories) has created opportunities for scholarship that examines the positionality of teachers and 

how these identity markers shape their general beliefs and classroom practice (see, for example, 

Apple, 2013; Picower, 2009). Because teachers are overwhelmingly White, female, and middle-

class (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017), many scholars have focused on these 

identity markers as fertile ground for studies that focus on teacher identity and practice. 

However, teachers are also overwhelmingly religious. Slater (2008) found that teachers are more 

religious than other Americans (already a fairly religious group5) by 11 percentage points. Even 

accounting for gender (females as a whole are more likely to be religious than males), teachers 

still attend a place of worship regularly more than other Americans (female teachers are about 8 

percentage points more likely to attend a place of worship regularly than female nonteachers; 

male teachers are 16 percentage points more likely to attend a place of worship regularly than 

male nonteachers).  

While American teachers are more religious than other Americans, there has been an 

assumption of teacher neutrality with regard to religion: that is, an assumption that teachers can 

hold their religious identities separate from their teacher identities. However, Slater (2008) ties 

teachers’ religious beliefs with other trends in beliefs that are more common among teachers, 

particularly as compared to nonteachers with 16 or more years of education. He found that 

5 In 2009, the United States was the most religious nation in the industrialized world, with 89 percent of the 

population identifying as religious and 62 percent of the population identifying as highly religious. By comparison, 

46 percent of the French population and 28 percent of the German and Austrian population identified as religious 

(Brown, 2019). 
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teachers were more likely than similarly educated nonteachers to have conservative views on 

homosexuality,6 abortion, and pornography—stances that are often tied to religious beliefs. 

However, teachers also tend to be “more liberal than nonteachers, for example when it comes to 

school prayer, a stance seemingly inconsistent with their strong religious turn” (p. 51). Teachers 

tend to be more liberal than the general population (but not highly educated nonteachers) when it 

comes to issues of free speech in classroom spaces. Slater concludes that teachers “present 

something of a paradox” (p. 51) because they are progressive on issues like free speech and 

classroom prayer but seem to be more conservative on other social issues.  Because Slater (2008) 

aggregated his data from a large national database of social science data, he was unable to 

definitively tie more conservative beliefs with teachers’ religious identity.  

In a more pointed survey study, Hartwick (2015a) directly asked Wisconsin public school 

K-12 teachers about their religious beliefs and how their beliefs influence their practice. Of his 

317 participants, 87.9% reported that they had a belief in God and 59% of the respondents 

reported that they were “called by God to teach” (p. 130). 50% of the respondents reported that 

they prayed about their classroom or their students once a month or more (Hartwick, 2015b), a 

statistic that seems to indicate that teachers themselves are linking their professional practice 

with their personal religious belief.  

Hartwick (2015a) also found a relationship between a teacher’s belief in God and the 

kinds of classroom resources that they drew on as instructors. Teachers who professed to believe 

in God were “nearly twice as likely to rely solely on textbooks” (p. 135) as teachers who did not 

believe in God.  The important takeaways from these two studies, which give a broad overview 

of the religious beliefs of public school teachers, are first, that public school teachers in the 

                                                 
6 Term used in original report of study. 
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United States tend to be a religious, conservative group, and second, that teachers’ religious 

beliefs may influence the decisions that they make in their classrooms.  

Conversely, Hartwick’s (2015b) study also suggests that the demands of the teaching 

profession may equally influence teachers’ religious practice—including the contents of their 

prayers or their sense of how to fulfill the spiritual call to teach. His research suggests that 

teachers use prayer as a tool to help them deal with students, teachers, and administrators. Ahn, 

Hinson, and Teets (2016) also found that evangelical Christian teachers rely on their religious 

beliefs to help identify and resolve moral dilemmas they face at work.  

In Ahn, Hinson, and Teets’s (2016) study, teachers and preservice teachers filled out a 

survey with four open-ended questions “regarding the kinds of ethical/moral dilemmas . . . 

participants experienced, the resources [they had available] to resolve them, and the perceived 

effectiveness of their teacher education programs in preparing them for dealing with their 

dilemma” (p. 45), and ten closed responses that dealt with the teachers’ views of how they used 

their faith in the resolution of moral/ethical dilemmas. Evangelical teachers who were already 

working in public schools reported that they had difficulty balancing their personal religious 

beliefs with the demands of their jobs. This included the mandate to teach tolerance to students, 

when tolerance “goes against everything [their] religious faith teaches.” Preservice teachers 

reported finding unofficial Christian mentors among more experienced teachers who could give 

them advice about how to navigate some of the ethical issues (including pressure to change 

grades or how to phrase responses to students’ religious questions) of being both a Christian and 

a teacher. Both practicing teachers and preservice teachers reported feeling underprepared by 

their teacher education program for these kinds of dilemmas. Ahn, Hinson, and Teets argue that 

attention should be paid in teacher education programs not only to issues of cultural diversity but 
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also to issues of spiritual and religious renewal for teachers. In short, the researchers argue that 

Christian students who learn about diversity and tolerance in an environment that supports (and 

even strengthens) their belief might help to ease the tensions that teachers report feeling between 

their personal beliefs and their professional enactment.  

The obvious dilemma that these three studies highlight is two-fold.  First, these studies 

call into question not just the ability but also the desire of teachers to extract their personal 

religious beliefs and identity from their performance of teacher. Because so many teachers in the 

United States view their profession as a form of religious calling, surely it is worth asking 

exactly what that call entails for religious teachers. The second part of the dilemma concerns the 

overall concept of public education as a societal project—namely, whose conception of public 

education is privileged? If religious teachers view tolerance as going against everything their 

religious beliefs have taught them, can they support the goals of a pluralistic education for 

citizenship? More pointedly perhaps, are religious teachers engaging youth in order to prepare 

them to be citizens of the pluralistic democratic republic of the United States or are they working 

to prepare them to be citizens in God’s kingdom? One answer here might be, as Ahn, Hinson, 

and Teets argue, that engaging with teachers’ religious beliefs can allow teachers to view both of 

these goals as parallel. For many religious teachers (including evangelical Christians) this may 

be true, but the participants in the researchers’ study report feeling a great deal of anxiety as they 

try to prioritize between these two goals. Although the researchers pin this anxiety to a lack of 

preparation by teacher educators,7 participant comments center the chasm between their beliefs 

                                                 
7 The researchers’ conclusion that teacher education preparation have a duty to “prepare [teachers] for integrating 

their faith with their work” (p. 49), bypasses several pertinent educational points of discussion without attending to 

their own assumptions, including what the purpose of public education is and what the role of teacher education is. 

While I might agree that teacher education should attend to preservice teachers’ religious identities and the ethical 

issues they may encounter as part of their responsibilities as public school teachers, I question exactly what 

integration of faith with professional, publicly-funded work might look like for teachers and that is never spelled out 

by the researchers. 
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and the demands of public school teaching practices, while also acknowledging that teacher 

preparation did not prepare them to integrate their faith into their professional life. It seems more 

likely that teachers’ anxiety stems from their perception of being part of two incompatible 

discursive figurations—the religious discourse of conversion and absolutism and the liberal 

educational discourse of citizenship and cosmopolitanism.  

Examining Teachers’ Religious Identity Outside of Discourse  

While reading previous studies that examine the intersection of teacher identity and 

religious identity, knowledge, and practices, I found a distinct difference between studies that 

considered religious identity as a product of a religious discourse and studies that examined 

religious identities as separate from larger figurations of community, belief, doctrines, and 

practices. Researchers who centered religious teachers as part of a larger discourse—a discourse 

where their beliefs and practices about teaching, youth and teachers not only make sense but are 

in fact, commonsensical—were much less likely to position individual teachers from a deficit 

perspective. Situating individual religious teachers as productions of discourse—productions 

with individual agency within the discourse, of course—creates research that presents these 

teachers not as ignorant zealots but as products and producers of a larger (and sometimes 

problematic) discourse with its own regulatory functions.  

There has been a great deal of research that has been done that does not position teachers 

as discursive products. This research can be divided into two categories: research that gives a 

deficit accounting of teachers’ knowledge about religion in general; and research that gives a 

deficit accounting of teachers’ personal religious identities and classroom practice. 
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Teacher Knowledge about Religion—The Deficit Perspective 

Several studies aimed to gauge the religious literacy of preservice teachers or teachers 

(Anderson, Mathys, & Cook, 2015; Bruce & Bailey, 2014; Marks, Binkley, & Daly, 2014; 

Subedi, 2006). The American Academy of Religion (2010) defines religious literacy as “the 

ability to discern and analyze the fundamental intersections of religion and social/political/ 

cultural life through multiple lenses” (p. 4). Religiously literate teachers would have “a basic 

understanding of the history, central texts (where applicable), beliefs, practices and 

contemporary manifestations of several of the world’s religious traditions” and perhaps more 

importantly, would have “the ability to discern and explore the religious dimensions of political, 

social and cultural expressions across time and place” (p. 4). Although this definition of religious 

literacy calls for more contextualization than mere memorization of facts about religion, studies 

that measured religious literacy overwhelmingly conceptualized religious literacy as the amount 

of knowledge that teachers have about a variety of religions.  

Across the board, these studies found either an inattention to religion (in teacher/teacher 

training literature, Bruce & Bailey, 2014) or a “lack of knowledge” (Marks, Binkley, & Daly, 

2014, p. 246) about religion on the part of teachers or preservice teachers (Anderson, Mathys, & 

Cook, 2015; Marks, Binkley, & Daly, 2014; Subedi, 2006). Further, these studies revealed that 

most teachers and preservice teachers feel anxiety about teaching about religion in their 

classrooms, even when such content is mandated by curriculum standards (Anderson, Mathys, & 

Cook, 2015; Subedi, 2006). With the exception of Bruce and Bailey’s (2014) textual analysis, 

each of the studies relied heavily on quiz-like surveys to measure preservice teacher knowledge 

of religions, a circumstance which may explain the decontextualization of the participants from 

the context of their personal religious/secular discourses.  
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Marks, Binkley, and Daly’s (2014) survey study of elementary and secondary social 

studies preservice teachers assessed the knowledge of preservice teachers about world religions 

and the First Amendment religion clauses in three different university settings—a Catholic 

university, a rural regional campus of a larger public university, and a large public university 

situated in the “Bible Belt” region of the United States. The survey given consisted of 18 

multiple choice questions about a variety of world religions (for example, “What is Ramadan?” 

had three possible answers: a) The Hindu festival of lights; b) A Jewish day of atonement; c) The 

Islamic holy month). At all three institutions, researchers identified “knowledge gaps” (p. 253). 

For example, approximately 50% of the preservice teachers (across all three setttings) could not 

identify Ramadan as the Islamic holy month (although the score at the Catholic university was 

higher—79% of the students answered correctly). The surveys were paired with fifteen open 

ended questions that also covered basic facts about religion (for example, “Name a sacred text of 

Hinduism”). Data was analyzed and presented individually for each of the three schools, 

showing slightly higher scores of religious literacy for the preservice teachers attending the 

Catholic university. 

This kind of survey of religious knowledge was typical of studies that attempted to 

measure teacher religious literacy; equally typical was the stance that researchers took to 

students’ not-knowing. In this particular study (the other survey studies were similar in this 

regard), preservice teachers’ knowledge of religion was discussed from a deficit perspective. 

Language in the study (Marks, Binkley, & Daly, 2014) centered researcher dismay—one 

researcher wrote in the introduction to the research, “I was astounded by their lack of 

knowledge” (p. 246), and later, “[I] found the severity of the students’ lack of knowledge 

ridiculous” (p. 251). These studies all argued (and found) that preservice teachers are religiously 
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underliterate, and while the explicit argument was to explore deficiencies in teacher preparation, 

implicitly the preservice teachers themselves were framed as problematic. 

Teachers’ Religious Identity—The Deficit Perspective 

Other articles were characterized by a conceptualization of evangelical Christian teachers 

as problematic aspects of their teaching identity. These articles, which envision the purpose of 

education as challenging all forms of discrimination and structural inequality, were particularly 

concerned with how teachers’ religious beliefs might hinder their ability to enact social justice 

pedagogies (Blumenfeld & Jaekel, 2012; Journell, 2011; Subedi, 2006). Religious Christian 

teachers are positioned as (either knowingly or unwittingly) upholding the status quo of 

privileging the cultural norms of white Christianity in educational spaces. Two of these articles 

(Blumenfeld & Jaekel, 2012; Subedi, 2006) specifically discuss Christian privilege as a part of 

the hidden (and sometimes not-so-hidden) curriculum of U.S. schools.  

Subedi’s (2006) study of preservice teachers at a midwestern University centers on 

“religious forms of discrimination” (p. 227) in schools—discrimination against certain forms of 

religion (generally non-Christian religions) that may also intersect with racial and ethnic 

prejudices. Subedi argues for increased conversations and education about religious diversity in 

teacher training. In Subedi’s study, white, female preservice teachers in early childhood 

education wrote reflections on how they encountered social difference in their field experiences, 

wrote cultural autobiographies, and participated in interviews. Subedi found that many of the 

Christian preservice teachers excused privileging of Christianity in public schools because the 

majority of the community shared the same values. Very little concern was given to the 

experience of minority groups in schools where Christianity was privileged. The study linked 

preservice teachers’ Christian religion with an unwillingness to be critical of how schools dealt 
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with religion and religious issues (Christmas plays, Easter baskets, etc.). Additionally, Subedi 

found that preservice teachers who considered themselves to have a more politically engaged 

religion (that is, they believed themselves to be working for equality as a part of their religious 

identity) often linked overseas missionary work that centered different religions as “The Other” 

with the concept of working for diversity and talking across differences in belief.  

Another illustrative qualitative study would be Journell’s (2011) study of six Chicago-

area social studies teachers during the 2008 Presidential Election. Journell observed classrooms, 

interviewed teachers and students, and collected classroom artifacts to examine what election-

related topics were considered “closed” for discussion and what topics were considered “open” 

for discussion. Open issues were considered to be issues that have more than one rational point 

of view, while closed issues had a generally accepted answer or point of view. Journell found 

that teachers made different decisions of what issues were considered open or closed, and that 

the religious beliefs of the teachers affected their choices about how to treat certain issues. To 

clarify the researcher’s definition of open or closed topics, an example would be discussions 

about Sarah Palin, the vice-presidential candidate’s gender. In all of the classrooms observed, 

Palin’s gender was “a closed issue in terms of her eligibility for the vice presidency, but the 

sexist comments made by students and teachers at each school suggest that . . . her gender was an 

open issue with respect to how they judged female politicians” (p. 348). Discussions of Palin did 

not center her gender as a disqualification for office, but her appearance was discussed as a 

pertinent factor in her candidacy in ways that male nominees’ appearance were not.  

Obama’s religion was an issue that was treated less universally: “the only teachers who 

treated the fact that Obama’s father had practiced Islam as an open issue were [two white, male 

teachers], both of whom described themselves as devoutly religious” (Journell, 2011, p. 376). 
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When students attempted to treat the matter as closed, one teacher adamantly shut down the 

conversation: “Would I want a Muslim in office? No way. Would I want a Buddhist in office? 

No way” (p. 377). In his discussion, Journell expresses concern that for teachers like the one 

above, who prided himself on teaching for diversity, religion may be so engrained into their 

belief systems that they may not realize the ways in which religion collides with their ability to 

inclusively teach civic engagement.  In short, Journell states that this teacher’s “theological 

certainty appeared to trump his other pedagogical decisions” (p. 383). Journell’s concern about 

the ability of devoutly Christian teachers to openly engage students in conversations about 

democratic principles (such as freedom of religion) without bias is illustrative of the aims of the 

articles in this category. 

Where studies like Ahn, Hinson, & Teets (2016, discussed above) viewed religious belief 

and discussion that centered religious values as a possible support for teachers who were 

attempting to enact social justice pedagogy, many articles positioned teachers’ religious identity 

as a barrier to such practice. This is not to say that religious teachers and preservice teachers are 

positioned as wholly fixed in their identity as protectors of Christian privilege in these studies. 

Both of the articles that examine preservice teachers (Blumenfeld & Jaekel, 2012; Subedi, 2006) 

argue for an improved attention in preservice teacher education programs for more conversation, 

dialogue, and readings that invite preservice teachers to examine their own positionality and 

privilege not just regarding race, gender, and class, but also religion. However, these articles 

uniformly approached religious teachers with some measure of suspicion. These researchers 

identified religious teachers as unwittingly problematic: even when they were committed to 

social justice education in terms of equality of race and ethnicity, social class, or linguistic 
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diversity, the teachers’ religious beliefs were seen as consistently taking precedence over their 

student’s diverse experiences as teachers made decisions about classroom practice. 

Examining Teachers’ Religious Identity Inside of Discourse  

 Not all studies of religious teachers position teachers’ religious beliefs as an either/or 

proposition of wholly a problem or wholly an asset. Several studies worked to complicate current 

understandings of religious identity in teachers (Dedeoglu & Lamme, 2011; Huerta & Flemmer, 

2005; Juzwik & McKenzie, 2015). These studies were often marked by a highly contextualized 

reading of religious teachers and students. These studies did not ignore the ways in which 

religious teachers’ beliefs and practices may run counter to principles of multicultural or social 

justice education, these studies also acknowledged that many of the practices and beliefs of 

religious teachers are highly contextualized within communities of faith, and are performed by 

teachers not with the intent of silencing others, but with the intent of embodying their own 

beliefs and values. In short, these studies attend to the discourse that makes certain ways of 

being, knowing, and teaching possible. 

These three studies (Dedeoglu & Lamme, 2011; Huerta & Flemmer, 2005; Juzwik & 

McKenzie, 2015) examined teacher identity in relation to teachers’ ability to enact inclusive or 

multicultural pedagogies. The survey study of Dedeoglu and Lamme (2011) established that 

preservice teachers’ religious beliefs (particularly when they are self-identified as conservative 

religious beliefs) do correlate with lower scores on a survey that was intended to measure 

students’ attitudes toward diversity education (with regard to race/ethnicity, gender, social class, 

sexual orientation, disabilities, language, and religion). Research like this may suggest that 

teachers who identify as conservatively religious may have a different understanding of the 
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purpose of education—that is, that education may not be a project of diversity at all, but instead a 

project of conversion to a single truth or a single way of being.  

In Juzwik and McKenzie’s (2015) portraiture study of two evangelical Christians (one a 

teacher, one a student) in a public school setting, the researchers construct portraits in order to 

invite a nuanced and measured stance toward both participants. These purposefully “complex 

portraits of religiously faithful persons in a particular classroom context” (p. 127) work to 

consider the limits of pluralistic education when students or teachers have “a deeply rooted 

resistance to open dialogue across ethical difference” (p. 145). Through a complicating 

examination of the writing of “This I Believe” essays in a public school classroom, Juzwik and 

McKenzie call for a reconceptualization of religious students and teachers—moving away from a 

deficit perspective towards religion and toward “strength-based strategy” (p. 145). The 

researchers do not dismiss the importance of engaging students in ethical discourse with those 

who may not share their same ethical viewpoints, but they urge a complication of deficit 

narratives of religious teachers and students.   

Huerta and Flemmer’s (2005) study of preservice teachers who identify as members of 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS, but more commonly known as Mormons) 

is another illustrative study that centers complication and context. In this multiple case study, the 

researchers examine how the religious beliefs and cultural practices of six white female LDS 

preservice teachers “inform and generate the identity and educational belief systems” (p. 7) of 

these teachers, particularly as they prepared to teach in diverse communities. Each of the 

teachers in the study had expressed some interest or concern about living and teaching in more 

diverse communities than the one they had experienced growing up. As part of their secondary 

teacher preparation program, these preservice teachers read selections of multicultural literature, 
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completed reflective writing assignments, practiced developing multicultural curriculum, and 

fulfilled two semesters of field experiences. Although the preservice teachers reported feeling 

more confident about their ability to design culturally relevant curricula and “were more willing 

to position themselves as active members of a diverse community” (p. 12), they did not 

experience major paradigm shifts, nor did they feel obligated to question too deeply the political 

or social inequality that their belief system taught them to accept as the natural byproduct of 

God-given agency. 

An examination of one passage from this study further illuminates the characteristics of 

complicating approaches to teachers and their religious identities: 

Participants continued to support the notion that, if only non-members would follow the  

tenets of the LDS belief system, complex societal issues would need no further remedies. 

There would be no need for gender role and racial divisiveness, divorce, unemployment, 

homosexuality, and substance abuse. In their own LDS historical worldview, these 

participants believe immigrants can assimilate into American society and find success by 

their own merits in school. (p. 12) 

As in this excerpt, it was very common in complicating considerations of religious teachers for 

their beliefs to be represented not as outrageous or ridiculous but as a logical response to the 

doctrines of the belief system to which they belonged. In this study, the authors highly 

contextualized the religious beliefs of the participants by devoting a whole section (almost three 

pages) to an overview of the LDS church’s most important beliefs and practices (e.g., practices 

such as strict lifestyle guidelines like the Word of Wisdom and practicing daily prayer and 

scripture study, and key beliefs like free agency or priesthood authority). Signal phrases like “In 

their own LDS historical worldview” center religion as an identity category and also as a 
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contextual frame for the participants’ beliefs. The study points out that “students’ dedication to 

and reliance on their LDS roots is all encompassing” (p. 3), including their identification of 

themselves as either having no culture or as identifying their religion as their culture. The 

contextualization of beliefs, generous reading of participants, and consideration of religion as an 

identity category in this study were representative of the studies in this category as a whole.   

Professional enactment of religious identity 

What might be most relevant to the current study are studies that examine how religious 

teachers professionally enact their religious identities (Anderson, Mathys, & Cook, 2015; 

Hartwick, 2015a; Journell, 2011; Juzwik & McKenzie, 2015; White, 2014). These studies 

consider the connection between a teacher’s practice in the classroom—what they actually do—

and their religious beliefs. Journell’s (2011) study of religious teachers’ decisions on whether a 

topic was “open” or “closed” for classroom debate is an example of professional enactment 

because it explores how teachers’ religious beliefs make their classroom practice possible—in 

this case, how they lead discussions or invite or dismiss student input. Anderson, Mathys, and 

Cook (2015) found that preservice teachers’ word choice while teaching about world religions 

showed an unwitting bias to Judeo-Christian religious traditions. Juzwik & McKenzie’s (2015) 

portrait of an evangelical teacher explored the complex relationship between the teacher’s unit 

planning, writing instruction, and student relationships with his Christian ethos of caring and 

community. Hartwick (2015a) drew a connection between teachers who identified as having a 

belief system with a strong “truth claim” as having less tendency to pose open-ended questions 

with multiple possible answers. In short, several studies have already worked to examine how 

teachers’ beliefs didn’t just affect their own identity as a teacher (a sense of calling, or a 
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responsibility to care for children) but affected the way they taught (the words they chose, the 

lessons they planned, the questions they asked. 

Additional studies connected teachers’ personal religious beliefs with their identity as a 

teacher, particularly as a consideration of how teaching from a religious standpoint might 

influence many of the moral and ethical experiences that make teaching such a complicated 

profession. Several researchers highlight how teachers’ religious beliefs influenced their moral 

and ethical identity as a teacher (Huerta & Flemmer, 2005; White, 2010). Huerta & Flemmer 

(2005, discussed above) concluded that links between preservice teachers’ negative attitudes 

toward second language learners and LGBTQ students correlated with specific doctrines of their 

religion, which had equally influenced legislation in the state in which they were teaching. White 

(2014) discussed links between teachers’ beliefs about heaven and hell and their approach to 

classroom management--teachers who believed in heaven/hell were more likely to use reward 

systems, where teachers who did not believe in heaven/hell were more likely to manage their 

classroom using a community problem-solving approach. Further, White (2010) identifies areas 

of inquiry related to religion that teachers might use to guide their own exploration of their 

religious identity and its impact on their teaching, their ethical choices, and their student 

interactions. 

Perhaps the most illustrative study is White’s (2014) collective case study on the impact 

of teachers’ religious beliefs on classroom management structures and practices. Using data 

collected from life history interviews and classroom observations, White traced six elementary 

teachers’ (Christian and Jewish) religious beliefs about mistakes and forgiveness, heaven and 

hell, and personal responsibility to others, and then explicitly linked those beliefs to the set up of 

classroom management structures. For example, White drew parallels between teachers beliefs 
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about heaven and hell and their approach to classroom management—teachers who believed in 

heaven/hell (evangelical Christians) were more likely to use reward systems, where teachers who 

did not believe in heaven/hell (Quakers and Jews) were more likely to manage their classroom 

using a community problem-solving approach. White found that teachers’ personal religious 

beliefs impacted their approach to community.  Where Jewish teachers focused on peace, 

freedom, and justice as goals of community, Christian teachers referred to their call to love one 

another as a guiding principle for community building. Additionally, these religious teachers 

considered an apology and restitution to be an important part of students being able to learn from 

mistakes and receiving forgiveness, a practice that White ties into Christian beliefs about 

repentance, atonement, and mercy and Jewish beliefs of reconciliation, reflection, and 

restoration. White’s attention to not simply what teachers and preservice teachers believe but 

also how those beliefs make specific practices in classroom situations commonsensical is an 

important contribution to complicating studies of religious teachers. 

Discussion Relevant to the Current Study 

The current study is, of course, influenced by previous research on the topic of religion 

and teachers. Quantitative research establishes the prevalence of religious teachers in the 

American public school system (Hartwick 2015a; Hartwick, 2015b; Slater, 2005) and the general 

underpreparedness of preservice teachers to discuss religions other than their own with much 

complexity or without bias (Anderson, Mathys, & Cook, 2015; Marks, Binkley, & Daly, 2014). 

The current study is an examination of secondary language arts classrooms—a place of study 

that has been underrepresented in existing scholarship on religious teachers (although Juzwik & 

McKenzie [2015] and Skerrett [2014] are welcome exceptions to the trend). However, there is 

some indication that religious literacy practices may influence broader literacy practices for 
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religious youth (Rackley, 2014), including the purpose that is set for reading (reading for 

information or reading to make personal connections). Juzwik’s (2014) description of the bible-

centered literacy practices of evangelicals suggests that the literacy practices they engage in 

religious contexts center texts as authoritative (this affinity for authoritative texts might help 

explain why Hartwick [2015b] found that religious teachers are more likely to use a textbook 

than non-religious teachers).  

From this review of pertinent literature, the most important takeaways for the current 

study could best be summarized as follows: 

1. The pervasive influence of religion within American public schooling means that the very

concept of teaching is imbued with Christian idealizations and discursive figurations:

teacher as martyr, teacher as missionary, and teacher as savior.

2. Christian teachers feel like there are ethical mismatches between their identity as public

school teachers and their identity as Christians.

3. Teachers’ religious identities and beliefs influence their teaching practice, including the

texts they choose, the questions they ask (or don’t ask), the discipline they enact, and the

persona they project.
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

The guiding methodological framework for this study is portraiture—but a version of portraiture 

that is informed by post-structural and post-modern conceptions of identity, ethics, art, and 

science. The questions that guided this study are as follows: 

1. How do evangelical Christian teachers’ religious identities make certain pedagogical

practices and stances possible in public secondary language arts classrooms?

2. How do evangelical Christian teachers navigate what they perceive as tensions in their

role as both a Christian and a public school educator?

This chapter offers an overview of the traditional portraiture methodology envisioned by 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997), and an examination of the ways that I adapted the 

methodology to account for a study that was also guided by a post-structural, Derridean 

theoretical framework. I then give a brief overview of my study participants and their school 

contexts (although this is more closely attended to in the portraits themselves). I then outline the 

methodological argument for and process of the data collection, data analysis, and data 

representation for this study. 

Traditional Portraiture Methodology 

Portraiture is a qualitative research methodology that attempts to blend research with 

aesthetic representation to produce a research-based portrait that is accessible and useful to 

researchers and a wider audience.  Portraiture situates research as “creative, subjective and 

rigorous” (Dixson, 2005, p. 107), and methodologically draws from the ethnographic tradition, 
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privileging data collection through observation and interviews. Portraiture is a methodology that 

has its roots in educational research, but has also been used in fields like anthropology, 

psychology, sociology, and the humanities (Anderson, 2011; Ballengee-Morris, 2002; Shavarini, 

2006; Stewart, 2002).  In educational research, critical race theorists particularly have seen an 

overlap between the goals and purposes of critical race theory (CRT) and portraiture (Carter, 

2003; Chapman, 2007; Dixson, Chapman, & Hill, 2005). 

Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot (1997), who is largely credited for creating and conceptualizing 

portraiture, draws her inspiration for the methodology of portraiture from her experience sitting 

for portraits. She describes the experience as “a dialogue between the portraitist and the subject” 

(p. 3) which allows subjects “to feel seen ... fully attended to, recognized, appreciated, respected, 

scrutinized” (p. 5) as they participate in a process that is committed to generous discovery and 

methodical investigation. The name itself, portraiture, is a metaphor for the kind of detail and 

representation that the researcher is aiming to achieve in the final product, but the portraiture 

metaphor also extends to the portraitist’s stance towards the subjects of the portrait. A portrait, as 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) point out, is a recognizable likeness of a real person. 

However, the artist or portraitist employs various artistic techniques—light and line, symbols and 

metaphor—to render the portrait as more than just a likeness of a person. Just like a portrait, the 

finished product is both representative and interpretive—capturing a truth or portraying a 

moment, while still leaving space for various interpretations from the intended audience. 

Like all methodologies, portraiture has very specific goals, affordances, and constraints. 

Portraiture draws heavily from ethnographic traditions. However, portraiture is unique in several 

important ways. First, one of the most distinguishing features of portraiture is its mandated and 

explicit focus on finding “goodness” in subjects and research contexts, a focus that Lawrence-
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Ligthfoot saw as a direct reaction against research traditions that encouraged a research 

orientation of looking for problems or what was not working. Second, portraiture doesn’t just 

acknowledge the researcher’s subjectivity and voice—it embraces it. The researcher’s 

perspective is laid bare and celebrated in every aspect of the research project from the conception 

of what might be interesting to study to the presentation of the data. Third, portraiture 

specifically is meant to engage a wider audience beyond academia through the researcher’s 

careful attention to the aesthetic presentation of the data. 

Goodness 

Portraiture’s focus on what Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) call “goodness” 

distinguishes it from many other kinds of research. Because goodness is a value-laden and 

extremely subjective term, it may be impossible to reach a standardized definition of what it 

means in every portraiture study. However, any working definition of the kind of goodness that 

portraiture is seeking to portray must define goodness contextually and with complication. That 

is, the portraitist is meant to understand how “goodness” is defined by the subjects in the setting, 

and to portray multiple conceptions of “goodness.” The portraitist “does not assume that there is 

a singular definition [of goodness] shared by all” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, p. 9). Goodness 

can mean different things in different settings, and the portraitist’s job is to explain fully how and 

why goodness is defined in certain ways to certain subjects. Chapman (2005) explains that in 

educational research this search for goodness “highlights those habits and contributors to the 

ethos of the site that are affective mechanisms for promoting learning” (p. 28) In short, 

portraitists consciously are looking for strengths—in individuals, in research sites, and in 

institutions.  
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This focus on goodness does not mean that portraitists are looking to create flat heroes. 

Instead, portraitists are interested in complex concepts of goodness, which attend to strengths 

and weaknesses, identify promising practices and constraining practices, and celebrate 

empowerment while examining vulnerability. As Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) point 

out, the portraitist assumes that “strength, health, and productivity ... will always be imbued with 

flaws, weaknesses, and inconsistencies, and that the portraitist’s inquiry must leave room for the 

full range of qualities to be revealed” (p. 142). The search for goodness does not just emerge as a 

category in data analysis or as a brief write-up in the final product. Instead, goodness is also 

conceptualized as the stance that the researcher or portraitist takes towards her own relationships 

with the subjects whom she wishes to portray. It is a very particular ethical stance that guides the 

work of a portraitist, a stance that Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis call both “generous and 

critical” (p. 143).  

The conception of “goodness” in portraiture has guided this study in various ways: first, 

engaging with portraiture has required me to consider my own definition of “goodness” (in 

teachers, in students, in educational systems) and consider how it converges and diverges with 

the definitions of “goodness” of my participants. Often these areas of divergence were places 

where I encountered my own moments of hesitation as a researcher. Attending to both 

“goodness” and my own hesitations around these tensions allowed me to complicate the 

representation of the data and deepen my analysis of the participants and their educational 

practice. Second, the conception of “goodness” has influenced my stance towards research 

participants, by inviting me to fully engage with the tension of what it means to responsibly 

construct and represent my participants while still leaving room for multiple representations that 

are simultaneously critical, generous, vulnerable, and productive. 
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Voice 

Traditional, positivist social science has been critiqued for inadequately accounting for 

researcher subjectivity, particularly the ways that subjectivity might influence research agendas, 

conclusions, and products. Methodologically, part of what makes portraiture unique is its 

insistence that the researcher’s subjectivity, experience, and perspectives are an integral part of 

the research conception, process, and product. In portraiture, the portraitist’s experience and 

thoughts during the research experience are not hidden or masked in the research product—they 

are considered an important part of the final research portrait (Chapman, 2005; Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). The portraitist is deeply present in portraiture, a concept that in 

portraiture is called “voice.”  

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) conceptualize voice in several ways. First, they 

consider that the portraitist must make clear the frameworks and experiences that make up the 

portraitist herself. The concept of voice in portraiture is closely tied with the concept of context 

(Hill, 2005). Historical, personal, cultural, and individual contexts are considered to be key 

aspects of data collection and presentation in portraiture, as the portraitist attempts to create a 

rich, multilayered, and complex representation of the participants and their surroundings. Before 

the portraitist can provide rich contextual information about the participants, they must first 

provide rich contextual information about themselves, so that those who read the portrait 

understand how and why the portraitist makes the choices they do. Because of this understanding 

of the portraitist as a subjective researcher, voice as autobiography and voice as preoccupation 

are key parts of any portrait: the portraitist must explain not only who they are in the moment of 

portraiture, but also why they are preoccupied with a certain area of study. Many qualitative 

researchers explore issues of identity and culture that are closely tied with their personal 
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experiences and identifications (Matthias & Petchauer, 2012; Sikes, 2006), and portraiture insists 

that the context of the researcher is just as important to explore as the contexts of the research 

site and the participants. 

Further, the portraitist often is in dialogue with the subjects of the portrait, a characteristic 

which Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) call “voice in dialogue.” It is not unusual in 

portraiture for the portraitist to share observations and descriptions about the research context 

and also to share what they, the portraitist were thinking, wondering, and assuming in those 

moments. Consider for example, the following excerpt from The Good High School (Lawrence-

Lightfoot, 1983): 

Ms. Wood brings the discussion closer to home. She is trying to reveal the contemporary 

examples of enslavement all around them. “Having a slave in Highland Park is not the 

thing to do ... it’s also slightly illegal. But can’t you picture how some of the folks here 

would deal with slaves ... see them talk with people who work for them ... They are just 

as despicable as Beecher Stowe’s characters!” Maybe they hear the urgency in her voice, 

but the students’ faces show no change. I cannot see the face of the one Black boy in the 

class who sits in the front by the window, but I project pain onto him. How must he feel 

as this conversation swirls about him? And how does he experience the disinterest and 

distance of his peers? (p. 145) 

In this excerpt, the portraitist is clearly visible, and more than simply visible—she makes 

judgments, projects pain onto participants, asks questions that are borne of her own experience 

and understandings of the way that it feels to be a person of color in a predominantly White 

space.  As Bloom and Erlandson (2003) point out, a portrait “may reveal more about the artist 
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than the subject” (p. 875). In portraiture, the revealing of the person and the process behind the 

research conclusions is imperative.  

Another important conceptualization of the portraitist’s voice is the concept of voice as 

witness, which is to say that the portraitist centers themselves primarily as an outside observer so 

as to avoid altering, as much as possible, the very interactions and cultures that the portraitist 

tries to understand (Chapman, 2005). In educational settings, this means primarily using the 

methods of an ethnographer: field notes and research memos that come from careful 

observations of interactions between teachers, students, administrators, and parents. However, 

the concept of the portraitist as a witness also ties in closely with the concept of worthy 

witnessing (Winn & Ubiles, 2011; Paris & Winn, 2014)—which is to say that the portraitist 

earns the trust and respect of the participants by seeing and voicing the participants’ experiences 

from an appreciative and empathetic stance. Further, the portraitist builds personal relationships 

that engender a desire in the participants to share their stories with the portraitist. These strong 

personal relationships also function as an ethical commitment on the part of the portraitist to tell 

the participants’ stories in a way that highlights their contexts and honors their experiences. 

The portraitist’s active role in constructing and shaping the portrait is not without ethical 

and methodological complications (Hill, 2005). Although the portraitist gathers data in similar 

ways to the ethnographer (that is to say, as an outsider looking in), the portraitist is a more active 

participant in the investigation. Matthias and Pechauer (2012) point out:  

Primarily because of the portraitist’s deliberate move away from the role of 

observer/reporter and toward the role of principal actor within the investigation, the 

portraitist wrestles almost constantly with the complexities of ... the active role of the 
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researcher as he or she shapes, interprets, and even writes himself or herself into the 

stories and narratives that other people offer. (p. 400)   

Portraiture requires a delicate sense of balance from the researcher as they position themselves as 

an outsider during the collection of the data, but also make space for themselves to be an active 

participant in data analysis and data representation. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) urge 

portraitists to use a premeditated and restrained voice to inform the reader about the filter that 

she brings to her interpretations, but also to take care not to obscure the inquiry, overpower the 

stories of the participants, or become the primary focus of the portrait.  

This wrestling with the active role of the researcher has led to some of the sharpest 

critiques of portraiture.  English (2000), for example, argued that  

what remains shrouded in portraiture is the politics of vision, that is, the uncontested right 

of the portraitist/researcher to situate, center, label, and fix in the tinctured hues of verbal 

descriptive prose what is professed to be ‘real.’ Admitting that such an activity is 

‘subjective’ does not come close to dealing with the power to engage in it. (p. 21)  

English is correct that the portraitist’s active role leads to a great deal of subjectivity in 

interpretation, but portraiture, more than most qualitative approaches attempts to lay bare the 

politics of vision of the researcher.  Portraiture lays bare the politics of vision not by attempting 

to expunge the voice of the researcher to give a false veneer of impartiality or reliability, but by 

fully acknowledging the partiality of the representations that are created throughout the portrait 

process (Gaztambide-Fernandez, Cairns, Kawashima, Menna, & VanderDussen, 2011). Dixson, 

Chapman, and Hill (2005) argue that this very partiality “provides the portraitist the space to 

acknowledge his or her presence ... thereby dismantling the notion that the researcher is the only 

knower and expert on the lives and experiences of the participants” (p. 19). The portraitist uses 
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her voice in the final research product to make plain all the ways that the portrait is a product of a 

subjective and partially representative research process. 

Audience 

Portraiture is intended to be a rigorous research methodology, but it is also intended to 

create research products that are written for non-academic audiences. Just like a painted portrait 

is an aesthetic representation of a person or a moment that is generally intended for wider 

audiences than just fellow artists, portraiture as a research methodology has an intent of making 

research accessible to audiences beyond fellow researchers.  As Lawrence-Lightfoot (2005) says 

of recent shifts to participatory, relational, collaborative, and symmetric research:  

Many of us are wanting to expand our audiences and welcome more voices into the 

public dialogues about education and schooling. If we want to broaden the audience for 

our work, then we must begin to speak in a language that is understandable, not exclusive 

and esoteric ... a language that encourages identification, provokes debate, and invites 

reflection and action. But it is not only the language and idiom of our texts that will 

change, it is also that in anticipating different consumers of our work, we will begin to 

conceive of our research (the questions and design) differently from the very beginning. 

(p. 9) 

Because the goal is accessibility, portraiture attends to aesthetic, audience, and how the research 

product is written, perhaps more consciously than other ethnographic methodologies.  

There is also an awareness in portraiture of leaving space for differing interpretations of 

the data for the audience, and portraitists are cautioned to listen to and represent dissonant voices 

with careful detail and empathy. Obviously, in portraiture, the portraitist makes many choices 

that shape interpretations, including whose voices are shared, as well as what details are included 
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or ignored. We might, of course, here think of the portraitist as a Derridean host, who determines 

the limits of to whom the hospitality is offered and for how long, but we might also think then, of 

the audience of the portrait as hosted—those others who are free to ask different questions, to 

challenge the host’s interpretations of the world, to shake up the prevalent understandings of how 

things work by bringing new ways of being and seeing to the portraits. Bloom and Erlandson 

(2003), for example, conducted a study of different readers’ varying interpretations of the same 

portraits. From this work, they concluded that it is “in the powerful, subjective interpretations 

that make a portrait more than a vita or a reference letter, [that] the balance of power between 

portraitist and reader is more evenly distributed” (p. 891). The audience then, is situated as not 

just a passive receptacle for the portraitist’s interpretations and viewpoints but as active 

participants in meaning making.  

 Audience, voice, and context are intertwined in the methodology of portraiture. The voice 

of the portrait reflects and invites the intended audience to read further. The rich contextual 

backdrop of the portrait leaves space for the audience to counter the portraitist’s interpretation 

and representation of the subject. The portraitist’s generous but critical stance is intended to 

allow the portrait’s subjects to feel seen wholly, but also allows the audience to feel that they are 

seeing complex and multiple representations of the subjects of the portrait. 

Post-structural Portraiture and Adaptations for this Study 

 Portraiture is particularly well suited for exploring counter narratives, a project that has 

often been aligned closely with critical theories such as CRT, critical feminist theories, and 

Marxist theories (among many others). But how might portraiture interact with a poststructural 

theoretical framework? Is it possible to construct a poststructural portrait? Poststructural scholars 

use portraiture and other ethnographic methodologies but are aware of the inherent tensions 
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between ethnographic methodological assertions of truth and reality with poststructural 

contestations over the slippery nature of language and the constitution of selfhood.  

 Briefly (and far too simply), poststructuralism questions what seems commonsensical, 

considering instead what discursive conditions exist to make certain ways of knowing knowable 

and certain ways of being possible (Foucault, 1966/1971). That is, poststructuralism is less 

concerned with finding “truth” and more concerned with studying discursive practices to explore 

how humans produce contextual meanings of truth (Bové, 1990; St. Pierre, 2000). In this way, 

language is seen as productive, in that language creates the subject of which it speaks, but 

language is never able to represent reality, in that words only have meaning within cultural 

narratives. The meaning of words is also always already deferred, as language is constantly 

changing and taking on new meanings (Derrida, 1966/1978).  

 Portraiture, on the other hand, attempts to portray reality. While it is acknowledged that 

the researcher is constructing their own version of reality, an assumption of portraiture is that 

there is a reality to be captured (even if it is a fleeting reality), and that the portraitist’s goal is to 

approximate that reality as closely as possible through an aesthetic representation of data. 

Additionally, portraiture has an assumption of identity that is singular and stable—at least in the 

moment of portraiture—which is, perhaps, one of the reasons why portraiture has been so 

successfully used in studies that center identity and view power as a have/have-not dichotomy 

(e.g., studies informed by critical race theory—see Carter, 2003; Chapman, 2007; Dixson, 

Chapman, & Hill, 2005 for examples). My analysis of the commensurability of portraiture with 

poststructural theories does not attempt to minimize the tensions inherent here; rather, I consider 

the axiological alignment between the ethics of Derrida and the purpose of portraiture, attend to 

ways in which portraiture might hold space for poststructuralist conceptions of research and 
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science, and argue for an updating of the metaphor of portraiture to include postmodern 

portraiture, using the postmodern portraits of Spence (1989), Emin (1995), and Rainer (1973) as 

visual artistic representations of what might be possible in postmodern research portraiture.  

Commensurability and Axiology 

One of the most compelling arguments for the commensurability of poststructural 

theories with a methodology that is most closely aligned with critical and constructivist 

paradigms is a careful examination of the axiology of both the theory and the methodology. 

Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba (2011) assert that arguing over whether paradigms are 

commensurable “is probably less useful than to probe where and how paradigms exhibit 

confluence and where and how they exhibit differences, controversies, and contradictions” (p. 

97). Particularly, they argue that it is possible to blend paradigmatic elements “if the models 

share axiomatic elements that are similar or that resonate strongly” (p. 117). Lincoln, Lynham, 

and Guba position the axiology of a paradigm (defined as the branch of philosophy dealing with 

ethics, aesthetics, and religion) as equally important as the epistemology or ontology of the 

paradigm; in matters of commensurability, they argue it is the most important factor. They argue 

that expanding conversations of paradigmatic modes of inquiry to include axiology is one way 

that qualitative research might achieve greater confluence between various paradigms and 

inquiry models. 

The question, then, of whether portraiture is commensurable with Derridean ethics has 

less to do with whether conceptions of knowledge, or reality and existence are similar enough 

and more to do with whether the axiological approach of portraiture is commensurable with the 

axiology of Derrida’s conception of hospitality, otherness, and ethical decision-making. Is the 

ethical purpose and goal of portraiture at odds with Derridean ethics? Lawrence-Lightfoot and 
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Davis (1997) make clear that one of the primary purposes of portraiture is to open a new 

relationship between researcher and participants—one where the participants “feel seen ... fully 

attended to, recognized, appreciated, respected, scrutinized” (p. 5) as they participate in a process 

that is committed to generous discovery and methodical investigation. Compare this with 

Derrida’s conception of the deconstruction of the subject, which invites an affirmation of 

difference while still saying, “Yes, I speak to you, I address you, I listen to you” (p. 180). Derrida 

and Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis, then, share a sense of ethics—an axiological approach—to 

others and otherness.  

Holding Space 

It is not just a conception of responsibility to others that has been important in guiding 

my selection of portraiture as a methodology. In several ways, portraiture holds space for other 

paradigmatic tensions between poststructural theories and more traditional research models. As 

Britzman (2003) points out ethnography and ethnographic-influenced methodologies like 

portraiture are a “regulating fiction” (Britzman, 2003, p. 253) that produce their own version of 

truth, identity, and power relationship. If this tension of production, construction, and 

representation within regulating discursive structures is to be worked to effect in ethnographic 

(or portraiture) studies, then Britzman argues for a new kind of ethnography that does more 

complicated work and has more complex goals than a simple or straightforward representation of 

reality: 

The reason we might read and do ethnography [or portraiture], then, is to think the  

unthought in more complex ways, to trouble confidence in being able to observe  

behavior, apply the correct technique, and correct what is taken as a mistake. 

Ethnographic narratives should trace how power circulates and surprises, theorize how 
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subjects spring from the discourses that incite them, and question the belief in 

representation even as one must practice representation as a way to intervene critically in 

the constitutive constraints of discourses. (p. 253) 

Some aspects of portraiture open up and hold space for the kinds of ethnographic goals Britzman 

suggests. For example, portraiture’s insistence on deep contextualization of both the 

ethnographer/portraitist and the subject of the portrait allows for complicated narratives about 

subjectivity and discourse, including an open discussion of power circulation between the 

portraitist and the subject. Portraiture is, in some regards, born out of the poststructural move to 

push against structural binaries that place art and science as opposites. Instead, portraiture 

encourages the boundary crossing of representation and the bricolage of flexible and creative 

thinking that might allow for a complex, explicitly partial, and nuanced representation of the 

subject of the portrait in a way that attends openly to the tensions Britzman describes. 

Representational Models 

 I turn now to the initial metaphor of portraiture—a metaphor that is not, perhaps, meant 

to communicate more than the ethical stance of the researcher toward the subject, or the attention 

to aesthetic representations of data—to consider the ways in which portraiture in visual art has 

made a post- movement of its own. There is a danger, of course, in stretching a metaphor too 

thin, of making it mean things it was never intended to mean, but I see value in pushing this 

particular metaphor just a little farther in order to examine the postmodern movement in visual 

art portraits—both photographic and in other representational media. The purpose here is to 

consider whether portraiture methodology holds space for these kind of post- representational 

conceptions, or whether the methodology needs modification in order to accommodate post-

structural concepts of identity, power, and discourse. 
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An examination of three postmodern portraitists (Spence, 1989; Emin, 1995; and Rainer 

1972-1973) reveals interesting patterns and breaks with traditional portraiture. First, although 

postmodern portraiture is representational, it is not always obsessed with mimeticism (taking a 

perfect likeness). For example, Emin’s self-portrait is a tent that contains a representational 

timeline of all the sexual partners she had. Rainer’s series of self-portraits are over-painted so as 

to be sometimes unrecognizable as self, but to be representational of the deep emotions that the 

portrait subject experiences. Second, postmodern portraiture often provides fractured or multiple 

senses of identity—which is to say that both Spence’s and Rainer’s post-modern portraits are 

part of a larger series of portraits that allow multiple readings and identities to be constructed by 

the viewer. Spence’s and Emin’s portraits attend to a small part of the subject’s identity—for 

Spence, the portraits explore her identity as a breast cancer patient without attending to other 

identities she may also construct for herself. Emin’s portrait is particularly focused on the 

construction of her sexual identity. These kinds of fractured and partial representations are 

typical of postmodern portraiture. Third, postmodern portraiture is often disruptively playful, 

whether in terms of material (like Emin’s tent) or in terms of identity exploration (like Rainer’s 

sometimes whimsical and sometimes discomfiting over-painting that plays with gender 

expectations), with the purpose of challenging regulating discursive structures. In short, a 

poststructural research portraitist (if we follow the metaphor of portraiture itself), should use the 

portraiture methodology in a way that allows for representational portraits that are not 

preoccupied with being perfectly mimetic, that allow for multiple representations of identity and 

subjectivity, and leave room for exploration of regulatory power structures and how they might 

be dismantled through the portraitist’s representation of the subject. 
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What this means for this study is that there may be multiple narratives (and counter-

narratives) for each research subject. As a poststructural portraitist, I consider the ways that I 

represent my findings in ways that are not necessarily mimetic, but still attend to multiplicity and 

fracturedness in subjectivity. I play with the way that text is formatted on a page, in using 

multiple columns and multiple text spaces to represent the fractured, complex, and sometimes 

contradictory subjectivity of my research participants. Portraiture is well-suited to critical 

representations of power structures, but post-structural representation in portraiture can also 

provide space for (re)forming alternate discursive possibilities in ways that are whimsical and 

powerful. 

Research Participants and Contexts 

This section is intended as a broad overview of the participants of the study and of the 

school contexts in which they teach (more specifics about each participant and their school 

contexts can be found in their portraits, in the following three chapters).  

 The three participants in this study were selected from the participants in a previous 

study that I had previously conducted where I examined the experiences of evangelical 

preservice teachers in an English Education teacher preparation program. Because I wanted to 

create more lengthy and complex portraits of participants, I studied three participants, of whom 

were former students in classes I taught as part of that program. I purposefully selected former 

students as participants because of the personal nature of my research topic—in the hopes that 

our previous relationship might have already built in a certain amount of trust and openness as I 

asked them to talk about sensitive matters like belief and religious practice. Additionally, in 

order to qualify for this study, participants had to identify themselves as evangelical Christians, 

be in their first three years of teaching in a public school setting, and consent to the research 
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study procedures. In order to study participants with similar administrative contexts and 

constraints, I selected three participants who taught in the same school district. All three 

participants signed consent forms before formal data collection procedures began (See Appendix 

B for a blank copy of the consent form).  

Table 1—Participant Information 

Noelle Andrews8 Mei Lin Mallory Donaldson 

School Roosevelt Middle 

School  

Oakcrest High School Short Creek High 

School 

Teaching 

Assignment 

7th grade Humanities 

(ELA and Social 

Studies) 

11th and 12th grade 

English (with ESOL 

students) 

11th grade English 

(On-level and 

Honors) 

Gender Female Female Female 

Race/Ethnicity White Chinese White 

Years of 

Teaching 

Experience 

1 3 2 

Religious 

Affiliation 

Presbyterian Church of 

America (as a child) 

Reformed Baptist 

(currently) 

Non-denominational 

Chinese and Chinese 

American church 

(Reformed) 

Non-denominational 

Mega-church (leans 

Baptist) 

The three participants also represent a variety of teaching experiences and classroom contexts 

(See Table 1). Mallory and Mei teach high school while Noelle teaches middle school. While 

Mallory teaches 11th grade English, Mei teaches sheltered language arts courses for ESOL 

students. Noelle has a dual certification in language arts and social sciences and teaches a 

composite humanities course at a public STEAM-focused middle school. The participants are 

8 All participant names are pseudonyms. 



67 

also in various stages of being new teachers: Noelle is a first year teacher, Mallory is a second 

year teacher, and Mei is a third year teacher. 

The three participants all teach in the same school district, although they teach at 

different schools (See Table 2). I include here general data on each teacher’s school context for 

reference. 

Table 2—School Contexts 

Noelle Andrews Mei Lin Mallory Donaldson 

School Roosevelt Middle 

School  

Oakcrest High School Short Creek High 

School 

Grades 6-8 9-12 9-12

Enrollment ~800 ~3800 ~3100 

Student 

Race/Ethnicity 

37% Black 

21% Hispanic 

19% White 

18% Asian/Pacific 

Islander 

6% Multiracial 

48% Hispanic 

28% Black 

14% White 

7% Asian/Pacific 

Islander 

3% Multiracial 

29% Black 

27% Hispanic 

26% White 

13% Asian/Pacific 

Islander 

5% Multiracial 

Data Collection 

I attempted to follow portraiture guidelines for methods of data collection, using 

ethnographic data collection methods such as interviews, observations, and document collection. 

Although in the planning phase of this study, I had intended to observe participants as they 

taught, the school district where they taught refused to give permission for me to observe 

students, stating that my presence might be disruptive to student learning. In practical terms, this 

meant that the study relied more heavily on teachers’ self-identified moments of hesitation 

around their religious and teacher identities than on the researcher’s identification of these 

moments. According to Lawrence-Lightfoot, data collection begins with observations or 
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interactions that allow the researcher to identify and build initial relationships with primary 

actors. These relationships lead to intense and focused interviews (Lightfoot-Lawrence, 1983). 

The interview questions are guided by the initial conceptual frameworks and research questions, 

but the interviews are semi-structured and allow for questions that are prompted from the 

interviewee’s experiences and previous responses (Seidman, 2013). The portraitist also collects 

any pertinent written records.   

As field observers, portraitists aim to capture thick descriptive detail (Geertz, 1973) that 

give context and meaning to physical artifacts and social artifacts, but also use thin descriptive 

detail to flesh out the research setting and participants. The collected data is recorded word for 

word whenever possible, but also documents “verbal exchanges, tempo and mood shifts, as well 

as ... [the researcher’s] impressionistic responses” to what is happening in the field (Seidman, 

2013, p. 17). At the end of each day, not only do portraitists expand field memos taken 

throughout the day, but they also “gather, scrutinize, and organize the data” (Lightfoot-Lawrence 

& Davis, 1997, p. 187) in an impressionistic record that combines data with considerations of 

emerging interpretations, ethical and methodological dilemmas, and plans for future research.  

For this study, I collected data in a variety of ways over a period of nine weeks. The 

primary source of data were individual interviews and focus groups with all of the participants 

(see Appendix C for a complete list of formal data collection) but supplementary data from 

participants’ self-reflective videos, photos of teachers’ classrooms, and written blogs and 

responses was equally helpful in creating a more complicated portrait of each participant. The 

first data collection point9 was a focus group meeting where participants were introduced to the 

9 I do include the interview that I conducted with each participant about their experience in their preservice 

teacher preparation program as data on my data collection table in Appendix C, although these interviews were 

conducted for a previous study and under a different IRB. These interviews were mostly used for contextualization, 

and could perhaps be categorized, if necessary, as a supplementary data source. 
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Derridean aporias of ethics that would frame their definition of a moment of hesitation, and 

shared their initial noticings about classroom decisions that caused them to feel a pull 

specifically because they were an evangelical Christian teacher.  

Following the first focus group, each participant had three one-on-one interviews with me 

(see Appendix D for focus group and interview questions) which were semi-structured. The first 

interview focused on participants’ religious beliefs and backgrounds, the second interview 

guided participants in unpacking their self-reported moments of hesitation using Derridean ethics 

as a framework, and the third interview focused on teachers’ beliefs and practices around 

teaching. Additionally, as a part of the first interview, participants gave me a tour of their 

classroom and I photographed artifacts in their rooms which were of particular interest to the 

study, reflected the personality of the participant, or highlighted the participant’s teaching 

practice. In between interviews, participants agreed to reflect (either in a blog or through a video 

reflection) on any moments of hesitation that they experienced around their religious identity in 

their classroom. All participants met again as part of a final focus group, which served as a group 

debriefing of the participants’ moments of hesitations but also asked participants to reflect on the 

benefits and drawbacks of participating in the study. After each portrait was written, each 

participant member-checked their portrait through email exchanges with me, correcting details 

that I had gotten wrong or clarifying what they had meant or said in a particular moment. 

Participants were given a gift card at the completion of the study as an acknowledgement of the 

time they spent as part of the research process. 

I was guided by traditional portraiture methods of interviewing, observation, and multiple 

data sources. What I found, however, was that in a poststructural portraiture like this one, data is 



70 

not easily bounded by formalized data collection procedures. Although my official, IRB-

approved data collection consists of interviews, a collection of photos of teachers’ classrooms, 

focus groups, and self-reflection videos, it would be disingenuous to say those data pieces are the 

only data on which I have drawn as I have created portraits of my participants. For example, all 

of the participants have been students in a teacher preparation classroom that I have taught. It 

would be impossible for me to cut out of my data collection, analysis, and representation the 

things that I know about them and from them in that context. I am “friends” with all of the 

participants on social media sites and in real life. There are several moments in the audio 

recordings where a participant discloses something to me and I turn off the recording to protect 

their emotional response and privacy (for example, I conducted an interview with Noelle three 

days after her breakup with her long-term boyfriend, and her emotion over that spilled into our 

discussion). I do, however, still consider these unrecorded moments and interactions as data that 

helps shape my portraits of each participant. In short, those experiences cannot help but color 

and shape my understanding of the participants, their classroom environments, their religious 

beliefs, and their classroom practice.  

Data Analysis 

Portraitists view data analysis as an iterative process, and value flexible systems of data 

organization, analysis, and synthesis. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) suggest that one 

helpful tool for a portraitist might be Glaser and Straus’s (1967) “constant comparative method,” 

where much of the synthesis, analysis, and reflection of the data happens throughout the research 

project instead of at the end. However, Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis refrain from prescribing 

set coding methods or giving strict analytical guidance. Instead, they urge portraitists to be 

reflective and thorough in their consideration of collected data, allowing time for daily 
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reflections, but also allowing for post-data collection analysis that “is less action-oriented and 

more ruminative” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 189). For this study, I regularly wrote 

(once every three to five days) during the data collection and analysis process in order to build in 

space for this kind of ruminative analysis (See Appendix E for a sample research memo). 

In this phase of analysis, the portraitist is urged to identify regularities and patterns to 

guide the categorizing of the data into themes, looking carefully for symbols that might shape the 

narrative. Multiple readings of the data—including  the portraitist’s impressionistic records—are  

encouraged, with “each reading offer[ing] ... the opportunity of listening for a ‘different voice,’ 

from a different angle, and with an ear to the subtle meanings and complex perspectives” (p. 

191). For these readings and for the majority of the analysis, I worked to make sure that I did not 

decontextualize the data I had collected. Because portraiture (and even more so, poststructural 

portraiture) is driven by highly contextualized and localized portraits of people and institutions, 

separating participants’ responses and reflections into small chunks for analysis would be 

counterintuitive to the process (Maxwell, 2013).  

For this study, I analyzed the data by paying close attention to the following five modes 

of synthesis that Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) identify as essential to a portraiture 

study: 1) repetitive refrains that collectively express common beliefs or viewpoints, 2) resonant 

metaphors that the subjects of the portrait themselves use to describe their experiences (for 

example, in Davis’s 1993 study of community centers, one center director describes the center as 

‘a place in the sun’—a metaphor that was then threaded through the portrait of the center in the 

write up of the research), 3) institutional and cultural rituals that reveal values and priorities of 

the participants, 4) attention to multiple sources of data, interview data, observation data, factual 

data that provide context for the research question, and 5) convergent voices and patterns. In 
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order to account for these, I made five distinct passes through the collected data to attend to each 

of these areas of synthesis.  

Portraiture is concerned with capturing convergent patterns of thought and behavior in 

spaces, but is interested equally in honoring and exploring voices that diverge from the norm 

(Maxwell, 2013; Seidman, 2013). As part of my analysis, I share data that affirmed my 

preconceived conceptions about my research questions, but I also share and account for 

disconfirming evidence. This openness to multiple interpretations is an important stance the 

portraitist takes to ensure a complex and rich representation of my participants (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). All of this reflective analysis is done with the goal of rigorous but 

flexible examination and interpretation that allows for a representation of complexity in research 

sites and subjects. 

Data Representation 

 Once the data had been collected and analyzed, I turned my attention to representing it as 

a complete portrait or an aesthetic whole, in Lawrence-Lightfoot’s words. In truth, for this 

poststructural portrait, I worked to create a complete portrait, but I also worked to create 

splintered, playful, and multiple portraits that attend to multiplicity and non-unity in each 

subject. In traditional portrait studies, the portraitist grapples with “the tensions inherent in 

blending art and science, analysis and narrative, description and interpretation, structure and 

texture” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 243). It is in the representation of the research 

that the portraitist creates an artistic, written portrait that aesthetically expresses the inquiry 

process and data collection with rich detail. It is also at this stage that the portraitist is most 

cognizant of writing for an audience beyond academia. In short, the portraitist creates a narrative 

that weaves together the themes, metaphors, and words of the subjects into a whole.  
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As a traditional portrait study, Juzwik & McKenzie’s (2015) study (summarized in the 

literature review) presents aspects of the participants’ lives and beliefs that may not have been 

brought to the forefront in other studies. Particularly, portraiture’s insistence on metaphor and 

setting invites an examination of Sam’s (the evangelical teacher) love of superheroes, and draws 

attention to the action figure of Jesus that hangs, unopened in his classroom. Because Sam 

teaches from a cosmopolitan stance, inviting various viewpoints into his classroom and treating 

them all as having value, the fact that the Jesus superhero was a gift from an atheist colleague 

works as a metaphor for Sam’s approach to his own personal religious beliefs and how he 

reconciles the call to evangelize with his work as a public school teacher. In this study, then, 

portraiture gave the researchers “an essential methodological responsibility” (p. 127) to create 

narratives that portrayed the participants in compelling, complex, and sympathetic ways.  

One common critique of the aesthetic representation of data in portraiture (and other 

research methods that engage art) is that it relies heavily on the skill of the writer/researcher who 

engages it (English, 2000; Guba & Lincoln, 2005; Howe, 2004). English (2000) points out that in 

the hands of a less skillful storyteller or a less rigorous researcher than Lawrence-Lightfoot, the 

method becomes nothing more than poorly researched, badly written stories. Although some 

portraitists have stated that the greatest validation of the aesthetic whole is simply that “it works” 

as an aesthetic whole (Bloom & Erlandson, 2003), Lawrence-Lightfoot (2005) stated that her 

book outlining her approach to portraiture was written specifically to “articulate and make 

visible the rituals, methods, criteria, and ethics of good work in this genre: to emphasize the 

structures that permit the improvisation ... and to help students of portraiture avoid ... the veneer 

of prettiness that hides the shortcuts, the laziness, and the superficiality” (p. 9). Lawrence-

Lightfoot argues that the methodological framework of portraiture has been delineated enough 



74 

that there are clear expectations for what constitutes “good work” in traditional portraiture—

these portraits are intended to be aesthetic, creative, and subjective representations of rigorous 

research.  

The representation of data in a traditional portraiture study then, is a single narrative that 

carefully weaves together rigorous data collection from interviews, observations, and written 

data sources) with artistic expression, using literary techniques such as metaphor, foreshadowing, 

symbolism, and voice into an aesthetic whole. The final portrait provides rich context about the 

people and institutions it represents, and give complex, layered, and nuanced representations that 

both answer the research questions and leave possibilities for new questions, new interpretations, 

and new representations. In this study I consider how portraiture methodology might be modified 

to account for poststructural conceptions of identity, language, and representation. What this 

means in practical terms is that I am not attempting to create a “whole portrait” or a “complete 

picture” of my participants. Instead, I create portraits of each participant using narrative that are 

inherently multiple, that allow space for contradiction in identity, in practice, and in responses.  

As I began to work with the representation of the data, I found that there were several 

liminal moments in my interactions with the participants that stymied me in terms of 

representation. While I could create a narrative that accounted for the factual details of these 

moments, I was left deeply dissatisfied by these narratives. I felt that I was either providing too 

little information to accurately capture the emotions of these moments or that I was inserting my 

own emotions (and identity) too strongly in the narrative. Instead, for these liminal moments, I 

have turned to a poetic representation. In creating these poems, I draw heavily on the work of 

Freeman (2017) who argues that poetical thinking and poetical representations are not 

necessarily about art but are instead about “unleashing our perceptual, aesthetical capacities for 
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sensual knowing” (p. 72) with an aim to “bring into being the complexities of sensed 

experiences” (p. 73). Freeman argues that poetic inquiry is less an interpretation and more an 

invitation for others to enter the “world of human experience” (p. 79). For the most complex 

interactions between myself and my research participants, I use poetry not to explain or 

represent the facts of the interactions, but instead to invite readers to the perceptual experience of 

these interactions. 

For a poststructural portraiture study like this one, this kind of poetical thinking and 

representation works to hold space for poststructural conceptions of language and multiplicity 

and further invites a complicated exploration of the ethics of representation. Freeman (2017) 

states that poetical inquiry “makes full use of the ontological, generative space of becoming” by 

privileging language’s performative and figurative functions instead of literal and 

representational functions. The focus in poetical inquiry on language as pliable, emotive, and 

fluid holds space for Derridean conceptions of language as slippery and always and already 

deferring meaning. According to Freeman, poetical inquiry “seeks to engage while also shocking 

us out of our complacency, keeping images and words from ever becoming fixed” (p. 81)—

attuning itself to poststructural conceptions of language that make space for a deconstruction of 

the political, theological, and socioeconomic commitments of words. In turn, this centering of 

language as pliable, performative, and figurative opens up multiple interpretations of the inquiry 

process and its representation of participant identity—a key feature of postmodern portraiture in 

visual arts, and a characteristic of this particular poststructural postmodern research project. 

Finally, I created the portraits to stand alone, as portraits. Each chapter contains a portrait 

that is an aesthetic representation of the data I collected with each participant. Discussion and 
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analysis of each participant’s experience with hospitality from a Derridean perspective has been 

deferred until the final chapter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PORTRAITS OF NOELLE—BALANCING ACTS 

Noelle Andrews is spending a good portion of her first year of teaching seventh grade 

chasing a rabbit around her room.  “That was a mistake,” Noelle says with an eyeroll. “I thought 

it would be fun to have a classroom pet, and I guess the kids love it. But it’s a pain.” The fluffy 

white bunny hops around the classroom during class, so much that Noelle’s had to institute a rule 

that no one can put food on the floor because her middle schoolers kept dropping food in the 

hopes that the bunny would come sit by them. The bunny insists on roaming freely. If Noelle 

tries to cage him during a lesson, he loudly kicks up against the cage, over and over and over, 

until she lets him out. “I should have prayed about the rabbit,” she laughs as she tells me that she 

doesn’t believe in praying about every little thing, “because He would have said no.”  

Noelle spent the summer before her first year of teaching studying to pass the 

certification for social studies so that she could teach humanities—a block scheduled course that 

requires both language arts and social studies certifications. As an undergraduate she studied 

English literature, but returned to receive her initial certification in teaching through a master’s 

in teaching program at the local university—which is how I met her as her Teaching Reading 

instructor. She’s either a dark blond or light brunette (depending on lighting), petite, and it feels 

like her face exists almost wholly to frame her large, expressive blue eyes. When she was a 

student I considered her to be serious and driven—the kind of student who reread the directions 

multiple times before turning assignments in to make sure she’d done everything correctly—but 
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I discover in our interviews that she’s also got a dry sense of humor. “I have a lot of moments of 

hesitation,” she confesses wryly, “because I’m pretty bad at this. I’m just learning a lot as a first 

year teacher.” 

Some of this, of course, is because the first year of teaching is hard. It’s difficult to 

imagine Noelle raising her voice to get the students’ attention. She has a low, sometimes gravelly 

voice and a sweet disposition, and she has suddenly found herself with a classroom full of loud, 

energetic, and sometimes frustrating seventh graders who get noisy. A lot. “Classroom 

management is hard for me,” she says, “but I have a good time with my students.” Noelle 

considers her job as a teacher to teach content, of course. But more importantly, she sees her job 

as an opportunity to exemplify mature, adult behavior, and provide steadiness and love for kids 

who may not always have something steady in their lives. A large part of Noelle’s sense of 

teaching is informed by her sense of herself as a religious and spiritual person. In fact, her 

evangelical Christian identity makes her teacher identity possible. She states, “I don’t think I 

would be a teacher if I wasn’t a Christian” because it’s an opportunity to teach kids--“to accept 

them, and love them, and show them kindness”—all values and ways of being that are deeply 

tied to Noelle’s identity as a Christian. Teaching, loving, and accepting the kids in her classroom 

is the kind of evangelism that Noelle feels most comfortable with, and she confesses that she 

rarely feels like she needs to directly evangelize although she answers honestly when kids ask 

her about her beliefs.  

Listening to Noelle talk about her religious identity and her teaching identity, I can’t help 

but think about how much of her approach as a religiously informed teacher is informed by a 

sense of balance. She is finely attuned to what she can and can’t say (or perhaps, more 

accurately, what she will and won’t say); she walks a tightrope constantly between how honest 
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she is with her students and how much she shields them from the messy reality of life; she 

carefully considers what her classroom evangelism looks like and how it might be picked up by 

students.  

Noelle Andrews is herself is a product of a long tradition of balancing acts. Her parents 

are both African—White Africans, one from South Africa, one from Zimbabwe. They are not 

descendants of Christian missionaries, thank you very much, but “English peasants who went to 

[Africa to] work on the railroad.” Although the majority of Noelle’s childhood was spent in the 

United States, her African heritage is important to her and she takes an active interest in the 

politics of Zimbabwe and South Africa. She sponsors a child’s education through a Christian-

affiliated education fund, something she shared with her class when they covered African current 

events as part of their curriculum. There are moments, too, where you can hear an African 

influence in her speech, like when she says “boar-row” for borrow. 

Noelle’s religious belief is the product of deeply religious parents, although her 

parents were raised in very different denominations. Her parents’ different religious upbringings 

have created an ability for Noelle to move between denominations with some amount of ease. 

There are a number of points of doctrine that she personally believes but would be 

uncomfortable insisting that everyone needed to believe in order to be saved, and I can’t help but 

think that some of that is because her extended family and parents have embraced Christianity 

from a variety of viewpoints. Her father was raised as a Roman Catholic (the kind of Catholics, 

Noelle explains, who treasure a piece of carpet that the pope once walked on), but he left 

Catholicism as a teenager—largely because he was ”a social beast” and the evangelical churches 

had stronger youth groups where he could hang out during the week with his friends. Noelle’s 

mother was raised in a very traditional Baptist church something “she still very much claims.” 
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Noelle has attended a variety of churches: mostly Presbyterian Church of America (PCA, the 

more conservative Presbyterian branch) as a child and Baptist churches or Baptist-leaning non-

denominational churches during her college years. Noelle’s parents, too, tend to “flip flop 

between PCA and Baptist churches” because her father likes the more traditional worship in the 

PCA but the family aligns more closely with Baptist doctrine with regard to infant baptism.  

Noelle freely admits that she has a perfectionistic streak—something that she views as 

both a gift and a problem. As a student, it meant that she had some of the highest grades in her 

cohort and received multiple scholarships. As a teacher, it means that she’s always planning 

ahead and is well prepared for every class. She excels at the organizational routines that make up 

the behind-the-scenes majority of a teacher’s job, but if she has to leave something undone, it 

gives her anxiety. She attributes some of her perfectionism to her father’s more conservative, 

Catholic approach to religion. “My parents loved me,” she says, “but looking back, I can see that 

there were a lot of areas where I didn’t give myself grace because it was like—you get it right or 

it’s wrong. So I very much kind of see that influence in myself and I can see like my dad doing 

that to himself ... that’s kind of Catholic, like, it’s works based.” For Noelle, her inability to give 

herself grace and her need to perform perfectly has led to a great deal of educational success and 

has allowed her to make order out of the chaotic experience that is the first year of teaching. At 

the same time, she would like to be able to give herself grace as a reflection of a deeper trust in 

the grace of God. 

Like most evangelicals, Noelle believes that she is saved in and through the grace of 

Jesus Christ. When I ask her what it means to be an evangelical (a term that she will readily use 

to identify herself), she says, “For me, that means that I am Christian both in word and in 

practice, whereas I would use the word ‘nominal’ [to describe] someone who identifies very 
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loosely with believing in Jesus and God, but doesn’t hold to any practices that influence the way 

they live their life on a daily basis.” Noelle’s faith does influence her everyday practice. She 

attends church weekly, prays, reads the bible, and tries to show God’s love by “just being a good 

person who’s happy and is generally edifying.” Noelle’s primary religious affiliation, PCA, is 

Calvinist in tradition, which means that Noelle believes that God ordained her belief and saved 

her because he chose to. God’s ordination of her salvation has nothing to do with her own 

choices or free will.  

Agency, foreordination, and predestination are key concepts for Noelle personally and for 

her denomination. When I ask her how a person might know if God has ordained their 

salvation,10 she pauses for a minute to think about how she wants to phrase her response. “I think 

it’s probably a lot more complicated than this, but basically, if you are worried about being 

chosen and whether or not you can be saved and whether or not God is going to forgive you, you 

probably are [ordained for salvation], because that’s not something you’re going to question or 

be concerned about if you don’t have some kind of innate desire to have that which you would 

only have from God.” Noelle’s religious beliefs are marked by clear delineations and binaries—

saved/not saved, heaven/hell, righteousness/sin, good/bad, true/false. God makes the positive 

side of all of these binaries possible and achievable for mankind. Men and women are fallen, 

innately sinful, constantly drawn to the negative side of each binary. “No person,” Noelle tells 

me, “could of their complete own volition ever want to be saved by God. No one would run 

away from being sinful and selfish without God having planted the desire in them.” For Noelle, 

every selfless act is a result of God’s call to obedience, and every selfish act is a showing forth of 

the inherent sinfulness within. 

10 Meaning, at the most simple level, that God has selected them to be saved or has determined their salvation for 

them. 
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I ask Noelle why God chooses certain people to be saved and she shrugs and says flatly, 

“I don’t know.” She pauses and adds more carefully, “I mean, I think God’s love is all-

encompassing, but being reformed11 also complicates things because it’s like God loves 

everybody, but not everybody loves God. Most people don’t.” This is a point of doctrine for 

Noelle that she personally believes in but that she admits to not fully understanding. She is 

bothered by the reformed evangelical community’s preoccupation with convincing every other 

Christian that they must be reformed in order to be saved. Noelle believes strongly in 

reformation doctrines personally, but she doesn’t think everyone who is a Christian needs to  

believe the exact same way. She divides beliefs into tiers—tier one beliefs are core Christian 

principles that every Christian should hold—“Do you believe in God? Do you believe in Jesus? 

… Do you believe the Bible is true?” These are the questions that a Christian must be able to 

answer affirmatively to be, well, a Christian. But there are other theological questions that Noelle 

believes are interpretive, and these beliefs, which she calls tier two or tier three beliefs, she has 

little interest in arguing. She prefers a less fundamental, less legalistic approach to worship and 

belief because she believes that there can be a middle ground on many issues. Most importantly, 

she doesn’t believe that her (or anyone’s) salvation hinges on a perfect understanding of God—a 

stance that perhaps allows her to not think too much about why some people are elected and 

others aren’t, but also allows her to hold strong personal beliefs while still engaging with people 

who hold different beliefs without feeling an overwhelming need to evangelize.  

11  When Noelle refers to herself as “reformed” she is generally referencing her Calvinist-informed beliefs These 

beliefs are sometimes called the Five Points of Calvinism and are often taught as part of an acronym (TULIP): T-

Total Depravity, U-Unconditional Election, L-Limited Atonement, I-Irresistible Grace, and P-Perseverance of the 

Saint. In layman’s terms, this means that “man [is in] need of salvation (total depravity) and . . . God takes steps to 

save his people. He elects (unconditional election), then he sends Jesus to atone for the sins of the elect (limited 

atonement), then he irresistibly draws his people to faith (irresistible grace) and finally works to cause them to 

persevere to the end (perseverance of the saints)” (Piper, 1985). It is important to clarify that not all evangelicals 

consider themselves to be reformed. Noelle’s beliefs about unconditional election and limited atonement often set 

her apart in evangelical circles. 



83 

 

Noelle’s Calvinist-informed beliefs about God’s sovereignty give her a great deal of 

comfort as a teacher and as a person. She believes that God’s will is sovereign, but that she has 

free choice within that sovereignty:  

God’s will and what He has ordained is going to take place regardless of the decisions I 

make, but the means by which His will and His plan come to fruition can differ based on 

my decisions. God’s not a computer. It’s not like, okay, Noelle is supposed to do this one 

thing with her life, but she made a huge mistake and decided to be an English Education 

major ... and now that she’s done this her life is ruined. If you were to believe that people 

have that much power and their own free will, I would be terrified to ever do anything 

with my life! But because God is sovereign over my life and his plan, I can live without 

fear of making a huge mistake. I don’t have that much power, I guess. 

For Noelle, her belief in God’s sovereignty (and her own assuredness in her own salvation) 

relieves some of the pressure of perfectionism that she feels.  

 Noelle feels strongly that one of her main purposes in life is to show forth God’s love, in 

whatever setting she happens to be in—and for now, that just happens to be teaching. She has no 

strong sense of “calling” related to her teaching--“I mean, right now I’m teaching middle school, 

but I might not do this forever. That’s okay.” Whatever Noelle does, now and in the future, she 

believes her responsibility is to do the best she can to the best of her ability and to show forth 

God’s love. She describes God’s love as “all-encompassing,” “patient,” “kind,” but she also 

believes that God’s love is “just.” She believes God has expectations of those who love Him, and 

her own conception of what it means to love others is informed by her sense of God’s love for 

her. When you love God, showing His love to others is a responsibility, but it’s not a chore. 

Noelle says, “I mean, that’s something I innately want to show to people . . . but sure, sometimes 
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I have to remind myself.” Showing forth God’s love to others is the kind of evangelizing that 

Noelle is most comfortable with. If she is being kind, patient, and just with the people around her 

she may not feel the need to explicitly tell them why she is behaving that way until they ask her.   

Aside from the much-disparaged bunny, a major feature of Noelle’s classroom is the 

giant chalkboard that has been painted on the back wall. When I first visit, it reads in giant, 

swoopy, chalky letters, “Be somebody who makes everybody feel like a somebody.” By my final 

visit, the space around the inspirational quote has been filled up with chalky handprints, giant 

kid-drawn flowers, jokes, and the kind of inane mix of braggadocio (“Tyler’s the best!” signed 

by Tyler himself) and fawning (Ms. Andrews, I love you!) that happens when middle schoolers 

have space, time, and permission to write on a board. When I tell her how much I like her 

chalkboard wall, Noelle smiles conspiratorially. “The administration didn’t want me to do the 

whole wall. They said I could paint some of the back wall, but not the whole thing.” I look more 

carefully--although it looks like the whole back wall is a chalkboard, there’s a one foot border on 

each side of the wall that has not been painted in chalkboard paint. “I didn’t do the whole thing!” 

she assures me with a laugh. 

Noelle teaches in a middle school that is set in the heart of a hipster-y, newly gentrified 

downtown area. It’s a small town, population-wise, but it makes up part of a larger sprawling 

metropolitan area, so it feels anything but rural. There’s an artisanal tequila store a few steps 

away from the school, a bakery just behind the school that sells donuts—vegan and gluten free, 

if you’re so inclined, and multiple industrial-chic restaurants with outdoor eating porches, 

exposed brick, and neatly painted ductwork. All of it, including the nearly-new middle school 

which sits just off the main street, gives off the air of modern prosperity—an air that one 

imagines was carefully orchestrated by savvy city planners. The middle school itself is public, 
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but Noelle says that it “might as well be a magnet school, for all intents and purposes” because it 

prides itself on a specialized STEAM-based curriculum (science, technology, engineering, arts, 

and mathematics) and because it allows “permissive transfers” to students who wish to attend the 

school from out of the zoning area so long as they provide their own transportation to and from 

the school. The school is only in its third year, and the building itself seems new—from the wide, 

white hallways that feel modern to the built-in security measures—an entrance that you have to 

buzz into to gain access to the receptionist’s office. 

Ms. Andrews’ room, too, feels shiny and new. There are no traditional school desks, with 

chairs and writing surfaces soldered together in a utilitarian tangle of metal legs and flat wood. 

Instead, multiple half-circle and diamond-shaped laminate topped tables with wheels are pushed 

together to form circles or long rectangles, surrounded by wheeled chairs. Instead of a traditional 

classroom with desks in rows, this classroom feels like an open work space at a trendy tech 

startup. The feeling is amplified by the fact that after school lets out, Noelle likes to crank up 

sunny pop music while she works (and while the bunny hops around).  

Noelle’s classroom reflects a strong sense of order 

and organization—with bulletin boards full of neatly 

laminated, symmetrically hung inspirational quotes from 

various authors paired with classroom expectations. 

William Shakespeare’s quote, typed next to his portrait, 

for example, is “Better three hours too soon than one 

minute too late.” In bolder, bigger font, the paper 

declares: “Arrive on time.” A smiling picture of Maya 

Angelou exhorts the class to be kind and respectful; 
Figure 1—Noelle’s Bulletin Board 
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Nelson Mandela urges persistence and determination (See Figure 1). But off of the carefully 

curated bulletin boards, there are other quotes, too. Silly quotes from some of the students in her 

class—still backed onto colored paper and laminated—highlight Noelle’s more playful side: 

“You smurfed this paper!” “Now I know how James 

Bond feels!” “What would I do without Ms. 

Andrews’ handwriting?” A hand drawn poster (See 

Figure 2) tacked to the wall lays forth the conditions 

under which it is okay to blurt out in class: If 

someone is hurt or ill, if you are on fire, if the room 

is flooding, if you brought Ms. Andrews Starbucks, 

if Justin Timberlake has entered the classroom, or if 

aliens are invading. The poster, of course, is 

laminated.   

Noelle’s sense of herself as a teacher is still 

developing. When she entered teacher training, she imagined herself as a high school teacher 

because she loves literature. Now, though, she finds that she connects most with kids who are a 

“little more elementary” in their mindset. Some of this is because she is still trying to figure out 

classroom management: “From what I’ve seen the kids who are more mature also are more sassy 

. . . and I’m just not good at dealing with that. I’m not the most sarcastic person. So, I don’t 

know. I just like the ones that are still babies.” If Noelle appreciates kids who are still sweet and 

eager to please, it might also be because she never had an “angsty teenaged phase” herself. She 

connects most easily with kids who appreciate and enjoy her personality—a self-described silly 

person who likes to drink tea and talk about her plants.  

Figure 2—Noelle’s Wall Poster
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Noelle struggles to connect with students who have a hard time being good classroom 

citizens—kids who create “social drama” or who disrupt classroom flow. She is quick to point 

out that these kids have been failed by the school system, pushed through multiple years of 

schooling without ever receiving the help they need to succeed—but knowing that doesn’t make 

it any easier to deal with the issues of classroom management that arise (and that Noelle feels 

fairly unprepared to deal with).  

Noelle has a clear idea of how she wants to perform being a “good teacher,” but she 

doesn’t always feel like she lives up to her own expectations. She defines a good teacher this 

way:   

It’s somebody who can connect with their kids on a social level and emotional level, but 

can also teach them the content they’re supposed to be teaching in a way that helps kids 

master it wherever they are—at all levels. 

For Noelle, the social and emotional connections of a classroom are just as important—if not 

more important—than academic achievement and content mastery. She is fine with not every kid 

getting an “A” or mastering every standard, as long as they “give their best” and are “aware of 

the social cues and factors going on around them . . . Honestly, that’s the biggest thing,” she says 

as she gathers her hair up in a ponytail and then drops it again, “Most people aren’t thoughtful 

and I expect people to be thoughtful.” Interpersonal relationships, kindness, and being in 

community as a class matter to Noelle—and she expects herself to be the primary example of 

those qualities. 

Teaching has been harder than Noelle expected. She finds herself constantly anxious 

about time management—an area that had always been easy for her in her student life. If 

something is going to drive her out of the profession, it will be this niggling anxiety about having 
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forgotten to do one of the dozens of small tasks that make up a teacher’s administrative 

responsibility. Classroom management, too, is a challenge she hasn’t yet mastered. Although she 

believes in giving grace to her students, she also has a very particular view of how students 

should show respect to a teacher. She points out several times that she doesn’t mind being “the 

mean teacher” because her students need to learn to be responsible. There’s a frustration there, 

though: if kids didn’t act out, if they stayed on task, if they controlled their words and their 

actions, she wouldn’t have to be “the mean teacher” who gives out silent lunches and has to 

“speak very sternly to them and scare them a little bit.” In Noelle’s ideal world, she would be 

able to perform the identity of the perennially sunny, cheerful, and kind teacher because her 

students’ behavior wouldn’t necessitate “calling them out” or getting “personally annoyed” at 

them. Because Noelle was such a compliant student, she readily admits that she doesn’t always 

understand why students act out or have difficulty doing what they are supposed to do. 

Moments of Hesitation—Showing God’s Love 

One of Noelle’s moments of hesitation as a religious teacher centers firmly in her 

struggle to show God’s love to her students. There are two real points of hesitation here: first, 

how does she make sure that her personality, her performance of teacher, and her general 

worldview accurately exemplify the joy that comes from feeling God’s grace? The second is 

perhaps more directly tied to pedagogical practice: how does she find the balance between 

showing forth the love of Jesus by giving grace even when kids don’t deserve it with the 

responsibility of also showing forth the love of God by holding kids to high standards of 

conduct?  
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Performing Joy 

On my last interview with Noelle, she says, “I have something for you!” She pulls out a 

leopard print fanny pack and says, “Now we can be twins!” She gestures to the sunflower print 

fanny pack on her desk. She purchased herself the fanny pack after she realized she needed 

something to carry all of her teaching stuff around with her as she conferences with kids. “I’ve 

mostly packed it for you,” she said, “But you’ll have to add some stuff to it.” I immediately 

tighten the straps of the fanny pack around my hips and give Noelle a hug to thank her. I’m 

delighted by the gift, but mostly I’m amazed at the ingenuity and problem solving those fanny 

packs represent. A peek inside Noelle’s fanny pack, which she straps on while she’s teaching and 

moving around the classroom, reveals it is stuffed with unexpectedly helpful teaching supplies 

for every situation: A red pen for marking papers, an Expo marker to write on the tops of the 

laminated tables or on the whiteboards, hand sanitizer (“Because, middle schoolers.”), lip balm, a 

Sharpie marker, star stickers to reward really excellent work, her room keys, a whistle for the 

playground, whiteout in case kids get anxious about writing the wrong thing, breath mints 

(“Sometimes the kids come to school with dragon breath!”), a hair clip so that she can keep her 

hair out of the way, a protein bar in case she (or a student) needs a little pick me up. She has 

since purchased a fanny pack in various prints for all of the teachers on her instructional team. 

This kind of organization, preparedness, thoughtfulness, and generosity is typical of Noelle, and 

these qualities are an integral part of her identity as a religious teacher. 

As a religious teacher, Noelle doesn’t feel a specific call to be a teacher, and has tried to 

purposely not view herself as a Christian Savior to the kids in her classroom. “We just can’t save 

all the children . . . and be like a counselor to them all. I’ve tried not to put that on myself but I 

see that very much being how you view yourself if you are a Christian and a teacher.” Noelle 
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expresses a discomfort with “these two images aligning”—the overlap between her conception of 

what a good teacher does and what a good Christian does is something she tries to push against. 

That being said, Noelle would find it hard to separate her identity as a Christian from any career 

that she follows, because she does believe that her purpose in life “is to glorify God and further 

the spread of the gospel and that doesn’t matter what career I’m in.” Although Noelle states that 

she is being “very intentional in identifying” that evangelical attitude in herself, she has come to 

a place of peace about what that evangelizing might look like for her in her teaching career. 

Noelle believes that part of her call as an evangelical Christian is to evangelize no matter 

what career she is in, but for her that evangelism most often looks like a performance of 

happiness, joy, peace, and kindness with the understanding that others will see that and want that 

joy for themselves. Once they approach her with questions about why she is so happy, so joyful, 

so peaceful, and so kind, then she feels like she can honestly have conversations about her 

religious beliefs and the ways in which those beliefs have shaped who she is. This is true in her 

life outside of school, but she is especially aware of constructing her teaching identity around 

these principles. She is aware that there are limits on how and when she should ethically talk 

explicitly about her faith with kids and so she purposefully has created a teacher identity that 

exemplifies the qualities that she thinks set Christians apart.  

In our final focus group, Noelle shares with Mei Lin and Mallory an instance where her 

indirect evangelism paid off and she felt validated in her approach. Noelle uses the Remind app 

to send kids and parents reminders about upcoming assignments, tests, etc. One student—“this 

tiny little girl”—kept sending her Bible verses through the app. The girl then messaged: “Ms. 

Andrews, I have a question. Are you a Christian or do you just go to church?” When Mallory 

asks Noelle how she responded, Noelle shrugs and says, “I was like, ‘Yeah, I am. Have a good 
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evening!” The important part of this story for Noelle, though, is the student’s response: “She 

messaged back and was like, ‘I KNEW IT. I AM TOO!’ in all caps because she’s 11. ‘THAT’S 

WHY YOU’RE SO HAPPY ALL THE TIME!” I point out how interesting it is that Noelle’s 

happiness is what the girl points out as the distinguishing Christian characteristic, particularly 

since Noelle has talked about the pressure she feels to perform happiness. Noelle smiles and 

admits, “I felt like I was making a difference . . . it was kind of validating.” 

While she is very comfortable with evangelism through example, Noelle’s carefully 

maintained cheerful-and-joyful-in-Christ teaching identity was challenged when her boyfriend of 

many years broke up with her right before the Christmas break. In our very first interview, we 

are talking about her first year of teaching when a neighboring teacher pops her head in and asks, 

“Are you okay?” After the brief exchange, Noelle turns to me and says with quivering lips, 

“They all want to check on me because my boyfriend broke up with me this week.” On the 

recording of our conversation, I fumble with the recorder and say,  “Here, I’m going to turn this 

off for a minute,” and then the recording clicks back on and we carry on, both of our voices 

determinedly bright and too cheerful for the heartbreaking conversation that was carried on in the 

twenty minutes that the brief break in the recording represents. 

In subsequent interviews and Flipgrid posts, she wonders how she will manage to be 

honest with her students about her heartbreak, while also trying to show forth the cheerful 

goodness of a Christian faith.  Perhaps unspoken is the worry that if she fails to maintain the 

cheery exterior for her students she is failing in being an example of God’s love to her students. 

“So my ultimate sense of joy is in Christ,” she says, “but . . . a lot of that gets wrapped up in 

other things and relationships and part of that really keeps me in check, like, ‘Hey, what am I 

really focusing on?” She blows her bangs back from her face in a quick huff. “But on the other 
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hand, that doesn’t mean the things that go on in my life don’t matter. Because they do. Like, a 

lot.” Here Noelle is thinking about what emotions she is allowed to have if her joy is really in 

Christ. “I feel a responsibility to really model that for my students,” she says.  

School becomes a place where Noelle feels she has to balance her very real, very sad, 

very hard emotions in the present with her equally real and joyful feelings about her faith. Noelle 

admits that in this moment of wanting to present both honestly and happily at a time when the 

two emotions don’t seem to fit together, she often just chooses to fake cheerfulness, sometimes 

for her own benefit and sometimes for the kids’ benefit. For herself, she says, “I mean, a nice 

thing about school is you can just kind of pretend to be somebody else until the kids go home at 

the end of the day, and I think that helped me do better myself, too.” For the kids, she performs 

fake cheerfulness because she wants to model grace under difficult situations. “It really frustrates 

me when my students feel something and get frustrated and it overwhelms every single aspect of 

their life for the rest of the day. So in some ways, I’m showing them how to just keep going 

when stuff is hard.” 

The drawback to this approach, Noelle points out, is that she makes the struggle sound 

easier than it actually is. She sees value, too, in modeling for kids that “sometimes you can’t just 

put a smile on it and make it all okay.” However, at the end of the day, she doesn’t have time to 

have the complicated conversations about emotions and honesty and perseverance because she 

has two sets of standards12 she has to cover and not enough time to get that done. “I already get 

distracted enough as it is talking about my dog to them,” she says with a half smile. As with 

many of her moments of hesitation, Noelle feels like she has made choices that she is satisfied 

12 Because Noelle teaches a Humanities course she is responsible to cover both the Social Studies curriculum 

standards and the Language Arts curriculum standards. Her students are evaluated on both sets of standards in their 

county’s end of course exams. 
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with. “I kind of thought I did serve everyone,” she muses because pretending to be cheerful 

models an important lesson to students while also giving her an opportunity to try to move past 

her sadness, a move that she can’t see herself making if she just spends all day “being sad and 

meditating on that.”  

Giving grace 

The second dilemma that Noelle faces around showing forth God’s love through her 

classroom practice is figuring out how to model God’s love for kids through her own navigation 

of a position of power—a position where she can choose to show mercy or insist on perfection. 

Noelle’s religious conceptions of repentance, obedience, and grace play a large part in the 

hesitations that she has around managing kids and assigning grades in a public school learning 

environment. In our first focus group, she shares her frustrations with the current standards based 

assessment movement:  

Overall, I see the school system and administration showing [the kids] more grace than I 

would in a lot of ways. Like with grades for example, I can’t give a child a zero or a NTI 

[not turned in] and . . . that child will pass my class because they’ve turned in one 

assignment all year long. So, do I show them grace . . . or do I follow what they actually 

did—which was nothing—and fail them? . . . My faith and my worldview says that I 

should show you grace and mercy, but at the same time, I feel like that comes up against 

the same [religiously informed] mindset of justice and accountability. 

Noelle’s faith and religiously informed worldview causes her to always consider the exact 

balance of grace and justice that will “bring this child to learning” and the imprecision of that 

formula is frustrating. Even more frustrating is when she feels she understands the balance 
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required for this particular kid or this particular moment of classroom management and the 

school administration stands in the way of her being able to perform it.  

 While grading and assessment is frustrating for Noelle, the day-to-day management of 

dozens of children’s emotions, behavior, and classroom engagement is where Noelle spends the 

most time considering what grace looks like in a classroom setting. If assessment is an area that 

Noelle tends to approach with a justice and fairness mindset, then interpersonal relationships are 

where Noelle wants most to be graceful, forgiving, and kind. This grace, however, often seems to 

be loosely (and perhaps even unconsciously) tied to the religious concept of repentance. From a 

religious standpoint, Noelle believes that when she does something wrong—which to her means 

that she does something against the laws of God as set forth in the Bible—that she asks for 

forgiveness by praying for repentance and doing her best to make amends for any wrong she has 

caused to others. Noelle repents in order to receive forgiveness, and God continuously forgives 

those who repent. Noelle may unconsciously follow this pattern in her classroom management 

strategies even as she explicitly states that her goal is to show grace to kids even when they don’t 

deserve it:  

[The administration won’t let us] grade homework, so if a kid doesn’t turn in their 

homework I give them silent lunch. Sorry, there’s no exception, you have to sit in silent 

lunch. This week I had two kids who didn’t bring their reading log homework with them. 

They sat there—like, one of them never does his homework anyway, I think he’s done his 

homework twice the whole year, but the other girl, she was probably about to burst into 

tears, and so I went over to them and . . . I said, “If you do your homework over the 

weekend and bring it to me Monday before lunch, you don’t have to sit in silent lunch 

today. But if you don’t bring it to me then, you’ve got silent lunch on Monday.” 
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What Noelle classifies as grace here (letting the kids miss the silent lunch today if they bring 

their homework later) might be more accurately considered as grace after first recognizing 

penitence from a student. So while she says there’s “no exception” to the rule, when she sees a 

student who is “about to burst into tears” and is visibly performing remorse or anxiety over 

missing the assignment, then she moves to a stance of forgiveness and grace (or at least a stay of 

justice). It seems likely from the way she discusses the other student who forgot his homework 

that she would not have extended grace to him in this instance if the other girl had not also been 

included, because he “never does his homework anyway.” Noelle also offers the students a way 

to make amends and make the wrong right (bringing the forgotten homework on Monday before 

lunch)—an important piece of her beliefs around repentance, forgiveness, and grace. 

Moments of Hesitation--Gender, Sexuality, and Saying the Right Thing 

Noelle skims through most of her moments of hesitation with a sense of satisfaction in 

the way that she balances the needs of her students, the legal requirements of her job, and her 

personal faith. Because she sees so much of her job as loving kids and exemplifying mature 

behavior and because her conception of God’s sovereignty minimizes her own sense of power, 

Noelle feels fairly comfortable in the choices she’s made about how honest to be about her own 

heartbreak for example, or how she struggles with what love and care might look like 

in  classroom management. If there is an area where Noelle seems to truly experience a moment 

of hesitation—an aporia that she can’t quite bridge the impossibility of—it is in issues of gender 

and sexuality. Her interaction with Hannah, her favorite student and a seventh grader who is 

transitioning from female to male is particularly sticky for Noelle—both situationally and in her 

memory.  
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“Transitioning”—A Portrait in Poetry 

I don’t know what my reaction is supposed to be 

Her mom said to me,  

“Ignore her fashion choices.  

Hannah is a girl.” 

But then  

I started hearing kids  

talking 

Like saying,  

“No, Hannah goes by ‘he’ now. 

She wants to be called he.” 

Just amongst themselves. 

I have a good relationship with her 

I mean,  

none of them know 

who they are 

Every morning she comes in my 

class 

The media does influence that 

It is very much projected on them 

I make her a cup of tea. 

We have a tea party. 

We show each other pictures of our 

dogs. 

I mean, the LGBT community and 

being like that  

Is very much in the popular media 

She didn’t come out as gay or lesbian 

She just told me that she sees herself 

as a boy 

and wants to be called he 

I don’t think you can change your 

sexual orientation and have God be 

okay with that, but  

I don’t know how I could say that in a way 

That wouldn’t shut them down. 

The way most Christians talk about 

it 

is very 

off putting. 
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It’s off putting to me. 

I feel personal guilt  

I feel uncomfortable 

I feel conflicted 

It’s off putting to them. 

That’s not going to make them want 

to follow Jesus. 

But I had thought about what I 

was going to say: 

“It doesn’t matter what you want to be 

called;  

it doesn’t change  

who you are.” 

Gender Trouble 

This experience with Hannah comes up over and over and over in our conversations, in 

ways that other experiences with kids don’t. Noelle seems to be regrappling with the emotion of 

the situation every time we talk about it; sometimes she seems to be looking for approval that she 

made the right choice in what she said, other times she seems to be laying out a case for why her 

response was the most appropriate possible response. But the deep discomfort she feels around 

issues of gender and sexuality are always evident—from the way she continues to refer to 

Hannah as a “she” although Hannah has asked to be addressed as “he” to the way that she twists 

her mouth as she tells or retells the story. It’s clear that Noelle cares deeply about Hannah and 

that Hannah adores Noelle, but equally clear is that Noelle doesn’t know how she can manage 

her Christian responsibility to love Hannah with what she views as the equally Christian 

responsibility to stand up for Christian values around gender and sexuality.  

Noelle shares another incident involving Hannah which makes plain her deep affection 

and sympathy for Hannah. As part of the project based curriculum, Hannah was paired with 

another student with whom she had “a difficult relationship,” a student whom Noelle 
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characterizes as “very intense” and “on edge.” One of the teachers on the teaching team found a 

note from Hannah to her project partner on the floor one day. Noelle paraphrases Hannah’s note: 

I’m really sorry about the way I treat you. I have to just ignore you when we’re working 

together . . . it’s my coping mechanism because if I don’t ignore you . . . I’m going to get 

really angry and I’m going to blow up and say some things I will regret and I will 

probably make you cry. I’m dealing with a lot of things right now and I’m getting help 

for them—with them, but I’m doing my best. I’m really sorry I offended you. . . By the 

way, I prefer to go by “he” and “him.” If you want to call me “she” that’s fine, but don’t 

call me “that weird it person thing” because that really offends me. 

Noelle is moved by this note—by the maturity of it, by the sadness that her favorite student is 

being called “weird it person thing,” by the overall tone of reconciliation and accountability. 

Noelle tells me over and over that Hannah is her favorite student. But she is clearly also deeply 

troubled by Hannah’s transition. I point out as kindly as I can that this is an interesting moment 

for Noelle because she cares so deeply for Hannah, she doesn’t want to ever treat anyone 

hatefully which she perceives other Christians doing to those who identify as transgender, and 

yet, throughout our entire conversation she never once refers to Hannah as “he” or “him” even 

when Hannah has asked her to use those pronouns. 

 “No. Yeah.” she says, acknowledging a hit, “I’m really—I don’t know. I’m very 

conflicted. I don’t know what to do with that either.” In classroom situations, she simply avoids 

using pronouns to refer to Hannah, choosing instead to always use his name. 

 I ask her why she is hesitant to use Hannah’s preferred pronouns. She talks about how 

Hannah is too young—only thirteen years old—to already know who she is, and she has a 

hesitancy to affirm an identity that she sees as a possibly temporary confusion or teenaged whim. 
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Noelle speaks quickly, her words tumbling one after the other, as she explains, “[Hannah’s] 

world is so infiltrated by what is going on in the common culture right now. ‘Be whoever you 

want to be. Be gay. Be lesbian. Be bisexual. Be transgender . . . Access to the internet just makes 

things even more confusing for them. Maybe you do really genuinely feel like you are a boy, but 

I don’t think at 13 years old, you really know who you are.” Noelle’s religiously informed beliefs 

around gender and sexuality—that people are made in the image of God and they can’t change 

their sexual orientation or gender and expect God to be okay with that—causes her to frame what 

she can only view as Hannah’s gender troubles from a skeptical viewpoint. This skepticism 

means that instead of engaging supportively with Hannah’s transition, Noelle largely chooses to 

skirt the issue, to engage in verbal wordplay that allows her to seem supportive, while still 

drawing a clear distinction in her own mind between what it means to support Hannah while not 

supporting Hannah’s transition.  

As we unpack the moment of hesitation that Noelle feels around Hannah’s transition, I 

ask her to work through the aporia she feels she is navigating. To whom and to what does she 

feel responsible? She says matter of factly, “Well, I’m responsible for making sure that my 

student feels loved and accepted. And I’m responsible to myself and my faith in God, and the 

fact that I believe that God created you in his image that way that you are and that’s who you are 

supposed to be even if you might feel tensions to identify as somebody else. That’s not who God 

made you to be.” In short, what Noelle feels pulled between is her very religiously informed 

conception of what it means to love students and to show forth God’s love to her students and 

her equally religiously informed conception of gender and sexuality. This is a circle that Noelle 

can’t ever quite square, and so she ends up trying to walk the line between these two demands--
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“I really like to walk the line,” she says with a shrug. She’s not quite Solomon with the baby,13 

insisting on a final and irrevocable declaration one way or the other; instead, she’s Peter 

receiving revelation about keeping kosher post-Messiah,14 looking for a medium ground that 

hurts no one and compromises nothing.  

What this aporia opens up for Noelle is a linguistic wordplay of her own: “I told her, ‘It 

doesn’t matter what you want to be called. You’re still the same person no matter what your 

name is . . . Like, I was very careful with how I said that because I’m still—” she trails off here, 

her own uncertainty evident. The care with which she crafted this statement is evident, too: 

Hannah can pick up this statement as an expression of support, acceptance, and love, which is 

how Noelle wants her to pick it up. But this statement also allows Noelle to be true to her core 

belief that you’re still the same person God made you to be no matter what pronouns you use or 

what name you use. It’s a message that has a purposeful double meaning: acceptance and love if 

read one way, uncompromising belief in God-ordained gender and sexuality if read the other 

way.  

What might be most important here is that Noelle intentionally means for her statement to 

be able to be read in both ways. She feels the call to love and accept students at the exact 

moments when she also feels the call to uphold what she sees as God’s laws around gender and 

13 A reference to the judgment of Solomon, a Bible story where the Hebrew King Solomon rules between two 

women who both claim to the be the mother of a child. Solomon rules that the baby should be cut in half and half of 

it given to each woman to keep. Upon hearing the judgment, one woman asks for the baby to be given to the other 

woman so that the baby can live, while the other woman agrees it is a fair ruling. Solomon determines the 

relationships and feelings of the women by their response to his judgment and gives the baby to the woman who 

asked for the baby’s life to be spared. 
14 In the New Testament, Peter has a vision where he considers whether it is necessary for those who follow Christ 

to keep kosher dietary laws. Instead of directly addressing dietary regulations, his takeaway from the vision is that 

God showed him that he should not call any man unclean, a neat linguistic workaround that makes space within the 

nascent Christian church for both keeping and abandoning kosher dietary practices. Another example might be Paul 

to the Corinthians on the matter of eating in social settings food that may have been sacrificed to idols (other gods). 

His advice opens multiple interpretations, but the most common reading of the chapter is that it cannot harm a 

Christian to eat food that is sacrificed to gods that do not exist and it is not worth alienating those who do not know 

or fully understand God’s laws on a small point of doctrine. 
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sexuality. With this dual call, she thinks deeply about what she might say that answers both 

seemingly opposed calls.  

Looking Forward 

 At the end of her first year of teaching, with that pesky rabbit farmed out to a student for 

the summer, Noelle reviewed her first year of teaching. Although she tended to be hard on 

herself during the year—particularly about classroom management—in hindsight she thinks 

maybe she didn’t give herself enough credit, because she really did form meaningful and 

important relationships with so many of her students. She’s getting ready for her second year of 

teaching in the same school with the same teaching assignment. She’s looking forward to 

knowing so much more about what she’s doing than she did on her first day of her first year of 

teaching. On a personal note, she assures me that she’s genuinely doing okay now with regards 

to her breakup. The breakup might just have been a blessing—she’s moving in with friends and 

making life decisions based on what she wants in the future, not just on what might happen in 

her relationship. With her sunny cheerful disposition more firmly in place, she remains 

committed to showing forth God’s love in her classroom by being joyful, patient, and happy.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

PORTRAITS OF MEI—EVANGELISM EVERYWHERE 

The first time I visit Mei Lin’s classroom, I compliment her on her stylish ankle boots—

yellow suede with a chunky heel. “Oh, thanks,” she says, “I got these a long time ago, and every 

time I think about throwing them away I get another compliment on them.” She stretches out one 

ankle so I can look at the boot more carefully. She is a young looking third year teacher—

slender, shortish, pretty. She manages to distinguish herself from the kids only by wearing 

cardigans and thick framed glasses. As she walks me into her classroom, there’s a student there 

working on make up work and all around the classroom are poster charts that her classes have 

been working on examining the ethos, pathos, and logos within the political arguments of the 

popular Broadway musical Hamilton! (Miranda, 2016). 

 Because she teaches ELLs, 

there are sentence stems on the board 

to support her students’ language and 

writing processes as they analyze the 

rhetorical moves of the Broadway 

version of Hamilton and Jefferson 

(See Figure 3). “I’ve really hit my 

stride with planning this year,” she 

comments as I walk around and look 
Figure 3—Mei’s Sentence Stems
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at her students’ work. “I finally understand how to tie everything together throughout the whole 

year and how to scaffold really well.”  

Mei teaches in a large high school—so large that as I pull up after school I have to wait to 

pull into the parking lot for what seems an eternity as yellow school bus after yellow school bus 

after yellow school bus lurches away from the building. The school itself is built in the same 

style as nearly every other high school in the district, with a large central area at the entrance that 

functions as the cafeteria during the school day, although the student body has to eat in three 

different shifts. As I walk in, it’s currently being utilized by the cheer squad, and they’re 

stretching out, toe touching, and chattering.  

This isn’t an inner city school by any means, but the effects of gentrification have pushed 

many of the former residents of the sprawling metropolis to nearby suburbs like this one—a 

short, thirty minute drive from the city center with slightly more affordable housing as well. 

Ethnic supermarkets abound in the surrounding area, and what’s most notable is just how many 

different ethnicities are represented. There’s a Mexican paneteria next to a Korean market next to 

a Thai market next to a Jamaican restaurant that advertises its authentic jerk-flavored meat. 

There are churches with small cemeteries surrounding them right next to the school, and the 

church board announces next week’s services in English. But a short three-minute drive down 

the road, other church boards announce their own services in Spanish, Korean, or Ukrainian. 

Area church titles reflect the strong presence of immigrant populations: Vietnamese Church of 

Christ, Korean Methodist, Ghanaian Christian Ministry are just a few of the churches that cater 

to worshippers who come from a variety of linguistic and ethnic heritages. 

Like most ELL teachers, Mei uses English as the lingua franca of her classroom, for 

practical and educational reasons. Her students speak a variety of languages, but her job is to 
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teach them American literature while also building their English language skills. Once students 

reach a certain level of language proficiency, they no longer qualify for the sheltered services 

that Mei provides within her classroom, and they are moved to regular education classes. 

Although many of Mei’s students are still developing language proficiency, Mei’s class uses the 

same standards and basic curricular structure as other American literature classes. Mei’s 

confidence in her ability to accomplish all of the things she has to do has grown since her first 

year of teaching, where she confesses she really felt like she “was just surviving.” 

One of the things Mei is 

most proud of is the way that she’s 

thinking about learning as a linear 

process that builds upon itself in 

increasingly complex tasks (See 

figure 4). One of the things she is 

trying to teach her students how to 

do is to monitor their own learning 

and understand what they can do 

when they aren’t “getting it.” For the rhetoric unit she is teaching when I visit her, she’s broken 

that linear process down in this way: first, students have to be able to define rhetorical devices, 

second, they have to be able to identify rhetorical devices in the texts they study, third, students 

have to be able to analyze the ways in which rhetorical devices impact an argument and the way 

an argument is framed, fourth, students have to be able to evaluate the effectiveness of an 

author’s use of rhetorical devices, and fifth, students have to be able to argue their own issues 

Figure 4—Mei’s Linear Learning Path 
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and beliefs using rhetorical devices.15 As Mei works her students through this linear process, if 

she notices a student is struggling to complete one of the tasks, she believes that the student 

probably cannot complete the current task because they have not fully mastered the level of 

thinking that comes before it. Her solution is to create remediation that attends to the previous 

level’s tasks.

Her students have picked up the concept of leveling skills as well to talk about their own 

learning. “We were doing all level three one day and one of the girls was like, “Miss, I don’t 

think any of us understand this, can we just do a lesson on level two? I don’t even think I 

understand level two!” For Mei, the shared language of learning as a leveled process gives her a 

sense that she understands where every student is in the learning process and a sense that she 

knows where they need to go next to master a standard. She says, “I was completely unprepared 

[to teach a level two lesson] but I was like, here let me throw something at you because you 

requested it and you’re right.” Most importantly, Mei is proud that her students have begun to 

monitor where their own learning process is breaking down with regards to the leveled steps she 

has provided for them.  

When I ask Mei what she values in a curriculum, she says without hesitation, “Efficiency 

and authenticity. Relevance and engagement, real world impact—I think I need to hit all of those 

things for a unit to be worth teaching.” What this has meant in practical terms is that Mei has 

created a curriculum this year that focuses on themes of freedom, representation, isolationism, 

and globalism. She used the popular movie Black Panther (Feige & Coogler, 2018) and 

partnered the movie with texts on the Black Lives Matter movement, speeches from Martin 

15 What Mei’s leveled and linear system of teaching rhetoric might ignore is that most youth already come to class 

primed with the ability to argue. They may lack the academic definitions of the words that describe the kinds of 

rhetorical moves they already make instinctively as experienced consumers and producers of language. 
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Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, Patrick Henry, and others. Additionally, her classes watched 

multiple Youtube videos that critiqued and analyzed the movie. For Mei, every assignment she 

gives feeds the bigger purpose of analyzing large themes that appear over and over in American 

literature. She wants her students to “think about what Patrick Henry would say to Malcolm X 

and Martin Luther King, Jr. because Patrick Henry is totally about fighting for equality and 

fighting for freedom. But then Malcolm X and Martin Luther King are fighting against Patrick 

Henry’s descendants. It points out the hypocrisy of white Americans.” She’s proud of the way 

that she’s been able to put Black Panther, a movie her students really loved, in conversation with 

rigorous academic texts: “They’re like, Oh! Killmonger is like the Malcolm X character because 

he wants to fight! And T’Challa is like Martin Luther King, Jr., right?” But what she’s most 

proud of was the fact that her units this year are “accomplishing a lot of things at once.” So yes, 

of course she’s teaching standards, and she’s teaching academic vocabulary (like ethos, pathos, 

and logos), and she’s teaching reading skills and writing skills, but she also feels like she’s 

teaching students to connect all of that learning to a bigger project: critiquing the way that 

“freedom” in the United States has always been closely tied to race and power. 

Mei teaches in a school with a large Hispanic population—almost half of the student 

body—but her ELL students come from all over the world. She has taught or currently teaches 

students from the Middle East who speak Arabic or Farsi as their first languages, students from 

South and Central America who speak Spanish as their first language, students from Russia and 

other former Soviet Union countries who speak Russian as their first language. Part of what drew 

Mei to teaching language arts to language learners was her own experience as a young child. She 

moved to the United States at the age of eight and she remembers well the frustration of learning 

a new language while also trying to understand a new culture. Mei still holds Chinese 
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citizenship, and when I ask her if she identifies as Chinese American or Chinese, she blinks at 

me. “I’m Chinese. I don’t have my American citizenship, so I guess you should just say I’m 

Chinese?” She laughs. “I’ve never even really thought about that.” Chinese is her first language 

and the language still spoken in her home, but Mei worked very hard as a teenager to not become 

just fluent in English but to master the ins and outs of the language. She discovered that she 

loved to write. Even with her busy life as a teacher, she continues to make time to write a blog 

about her life experiences with a wry, sarcastic voice and a bent for religious introspection.  

Mei grew up attending a Chinese church, but when part of the congregation split off to 

form a separate group that was made up primarily of second-generation Chinese Americans, Mei 

and her family chose to join the splinter group. The two groups share the same building, and 

share building projects, but aside from that they are distinct congregations with their own way of 

doing things. Mei Lin volunteers as a Sunday School teacher, attends weekly Bible studies, and 

is very active within her own congregation.16 

Although her church is “non-denominational” she feels that “the leadership teaches in a 

very Calvinist or Reformed way.”17 When I ask her what that means she says, “In a joking way, 

it means that we actually take the Bible seriously. We look at the context of the culture of the 

Bible and think about . . . what the spirit of the law is.” The Bible explicitly states, for example, 

that women shouldn’t wear jewelry, but Mei’s Bible reading practices lead her to question what 

                                                 
16 In our interviews, Mei never attributes her religious beliefs and practice to her Chinese culture and heritage and it 

is beyond the scope of the current study to do so. However, I personally wonder if some of Mei’s beliefs about the 

central role of evangelism in her faith are influenced by the fact that the Christian tradition in China is tied so closely 

to eighteenth century European missionaries. The state of Christianity in China today is more tenuous because of 

governmental crackdowns on religious practice, a fact of which Mei is well aware and which influences her desire to 

return to China as an English language teacher. She sees a great need for evangelism, but she also understands that 

returning as a Chinese citizen who doesn’t have the protection of the United States government could put her at real 

risk.  
17 Here, a review of the Five Points of Calvinism might be helpful, as represented through the TULIP acronym : T-

Total Depravity, U-Unconditional Election, L-Limited Atonement, I-Irresistible Grace, and P-Perseverance of the 

Saint. 
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the equivalent of jewelry might be in today’s society, instead of thinking about jewelry itself as 

forbidden. “The verse,” she explains to me, “focuses a lot on the way that women express where 

their priorities are and how you should let the spirit or a gentleness adorn you. So, it’s more 

thinking about how you behave and portray yourself as a Christian woman than thinking about 

not wearing jewelry.” Mei takes the Bible seriously and views it as a book that can help her 

navigate modern issues if she focuses on the principles being taught or the “spirit of the law.” 

Mei’s religious beliefs are all-encompassing. Because she believes that all creation (the 

natural world) reveals characteristics of God to mankind, she sees examples of God’s goodness 

all around her: 

I’ve been taught to look for the characteristics of God everywhere. I mean, like if I see a 

mote of dust floating in the air, I have to think, oh man, that’s basically me. I’m just 

floating in the air without a sense of control. I don’t know where I go. But God is like the 

wind that will take me to the right place. Literally everywhere--you’re supposed to look 

at God and see God and be reminded that in the moment, you need to worship God. 

Mei looks for these signs of God everywhere, but her ultimate authority on God’s characteristics 

is the Bible. Mei’s speech is peppered with Bible references and allusions to Biblical characters. 

It’s not uncommon for her to explain herself by saying, “So in Romans18 it says . . .” or “I’m 

pretty sure Paul19 said . . .” The Bible is the authority she appeals to on points of doctrine and to 

frame her conversations.  

One phrase that comes up several times as Mei explains her beliefs to me is a phrase that 

she credits to John Piper, a Reformed Baptist pastor and author of multiple religious books: “We 

do not flee from sin. We are pursuing holiness.” For Mei, this distinction is important. She 

18 A book in the New Testament 
19 An apostle credited with writing several books in the New Testament 
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doesn’t want to do the right thing only out a fear of sinning, because she trusts that Jesus died for 

her sins and that her sins are covered. Instead, she wants to obey out of a desire to please God as 

a reaction to what He has done for her. A huge part of that is taking the opportunity to evangelize 

whenever possible. Like most evangelical Christians, Mei feels called to share God’s love with 

others. Mei dismisses a softer, less direct form of evangelism (such as being cheerful or making 

kids feel loved) as being an incomplete reading of the Bible’s call to evangelize:  

The way people have [evangelized] in the Bible has always been very explicit . . . Every 

single time, like in every story, people are being very explicit with their words—almost  

rude—when they evangelize. And so, I think if I’m basing [my sense of how to 

evangelize] on the model of how Jesus and his disciples did it, it would have to be with 

words. 

Evangelism is one of Mei’s key points of belief, but it’s also how she measures the depth of her 

commitment to God and her own spiritual health. When she has the most faith in God, she has no 

fear about evangelizing to anyone “whether it’s a random stranger and it’s a super awkward 

conversation and you’re just like getting it out there and then you’re not going to see each other 

ever again.” She pauses for a beat, and then adds, “Maybe in Heaven, which means it worked.” 

She shrugs as if the outcome of salvation for someone else is less important than her own 

willingness to evangelize.  

 During the final focus group meeting, Mei, Noelle, and Mallory discussed the differences 

in their own beliefs and what those differences make (im)possible for them as teachers. Mei 

draws a distinction between her own beliefs about God’s sovereignty and the other participants 

that makes this more direct form of evangelism more possible for her. All three teachers use the 

phrase “God can turn it to good” and “it” can mean anything from their own disobedience to 
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difficult life challenges or situations. While Noelle and Mallory both use this concept to explain 

why they feel at peace with not directly evangelizing to their students (e.g., God can still find an 

alternative route to saving that person’s soul), Mei Lin often uses this concept to talk about how 

this belief allows her to be very bold, direct, and honest about who God is and why people 

should follow him, even if it means that person feels hurt by her comments. She’s okay with 

speaking what she considers to be unpopular truths because she trusts that God can turn that hurt 

to good.20  

As a result of this belief, Mei Lin is generally a very open and frank personality. She 

doesn’t shrink back from saying what she thinks or why. As an undergraduate, this sometimes 

put her in conflict with classmates and professors who disagreed strongly with her viewpoints. 

As a result, she’s wary of university professors in general, whom she views as most likely not 

Christian. All of our interviews begin slowly, as Mei tends to be suspicious of my motives and 

my questions before she warms to the topic of her faith. Her passion for the subject and the fact 

that I am an interested listener always seems to overcome her initial wariness by the third or 

fourth question. There are times, in fact, where she breaks from the pattern of interviewer and 

interviewee to ask about my own spiritual well-being, what is holding me back from salvation, 

whether I think I might find my way back to God—a break in the pattern that simultaneously 

amuses and jars me. 

 

 

                                                 
20 This was a conversation that grew quite heated between Mallory and Mei, where Mallory argued that to 

knowingly inflicting pain because you trust God to make it better is an irresponsible stance for a Christian and a 

public school teacher. This conversation was the impetus to Mallory’s reflection (discussed in the following chapter) 

of how her definition of love is shifting  to account for a performance of love that feels like love to the person who 

receives it. 
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Moments of Hesitation--Being Responsible to a Higher Law 

As part of my classroom tour, Mei shows me her reward center, which is a set of stacked 

drawers behind her desk. It’s the place where kids come to choose a reward when they have 

earned enough points on the classroom management app Mei uses to track their behavior. She 

slides open one drawer to reveal a neatly ordered display of Oreo packs. She points out the pens 

shaped like cacti and carrots—“The kids love these pens! And they were so cheap to get!” There 

is a drawer filled with office supplies, and a crate filled with chip bags. Mei created this system 

to reward students’ behavior in part because she doesn’t believe in tying effort to grades. Grades 

are reserved for mastery, but effort can earn you points for the reward center. I ask what the most 

popular item is. “They love food,” she says, “They almost always choose food.”  

As a Christian, Mei feels a strong responsibility to care for her students physical and 

educational needs. She takes seriously the call in the Bible to feed the hungry and clothe the 

naked. She recounts a story of a 21-year-old student who was aging out of the school system but 

needed one semester of her class to qualify for his diploma. “He had a lot riding on his shoulders. 

His father got cancer, so he had to take care of his father and when his father died, obviously he 

had to provide for his mother and his two sisters.” Mei has sympathy for this situation because as 

she says, his frequent school absences and inability to finish school aren’t “because of his own 

shortcoming—it’s because of life. I mean, we could say it’s because of what God did, giving his 

father cancer and all that.” Mei explains that he would leave work to come to school for just one 

hour a day for her class, then go straight back to work again. He started coming less and less, so 

Mei had a conversation with him to see what was going on with him: 

He told me that he is in a lot of credit card debt. He’s working to try to pay it off and 

that’s why he can’t attend school. It was $2000 in debt. He knows I’m a Christian and he 
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used to be a Christian until his dad got cancer and he understandably fell away. I just 

said, “Hey, between us. Here’s what I’m going to do. You can go home and talk to your 

mom if you want, but I’m willing to give you $2000 and you can take it knowing that I’m 

not going to ask for any of it back, first, because I could lose my job—you just can’t give 

students that much money, right? But second, you can trust me because you know I’m a 

Christian and I believe that Jesus gave up his life for me, $2000 compared to that is 

nothing and all the money that I have is from God anyway. I feel God calling me to give 

you this money because you need it to do something that’s right for yourself and your 

family.” 

Although Mei told the student that he didn’t need to pay it back, he did pay it back after he 

graduated. The important part of this story, though, for Mei isn’t necessarily what happened with 

the student—if he paid it off or not, if he goes on to college or not—it’s that she aligned herself 

with her God’s laws instead of the ethics of the school system. Although she says that this 

incident is “something massively on my conscience,” she is at peace because she knows that “as 

a Christian I did the right thing.” Over and over as Mei tells me stories like this one, where she 

prioritizes her Christian ethics of care over what she perceives as the ethics of her job, she talks 

about her fear of losing her job, but she is always derisive about her own fear. The job, she says, 

is only hers because God gave it to her, so if she loses it doing God’s work, she can expect that 

God will take care of her and bless her for her obedience.  

 Not every situation plays out in this way for Mei. “I made this decision pretty easily,” she 

says, “It was pretty obvious to me it was the right thing to do. And this is just money.” Mei’s fear 

of losing her job causes her to make other decisions in more complicated circumstances. She has 

a homeless student whom she thinks about inviting to live with her family, but she can’t figure 
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out how to make that scenario work without getting caught. “It got uncomfortable in my head 

thinking, ‘How does he get to school? Does he Uber? Do I drive him and drop him off a block 

away from school so no one sees us together?’ That’s when I realized that was weird. . . it’s just 

so much messier.” For Mei, giving a student money outright is less complicated (and less likely 

to get her fired) than having a student live with her.  

 To be clear, Mei’s fear of being fired really bothers her. She sees that fear as a 

manifestation of a lack of faith, not as a reasonable response to a situation that has complicated 

ethical concerns. She wonders out loud, “Why would I believe God will protect me from the 

money being found out but I don’t believe God will protect me from having a kid living at my 

house being found out? So am I really putting faith in God or am I putting faith in the situation 

being easy or difficult to hide?” Mei’s moment of hesitation here isn’t that she finds these ethical 

situations murky or difficult to navigate—she always feels confident that she knows what the 

right thing is to do. What she finds difficult about these situations is her own unwillingness to 

follow God’s laws no matter what the consequences might be. “I kind of refuse to think about it, 

because I know the right thing I should have done and I didn’t do it. I think that is sin.” The 

problem is that while Mei feels that Christian ethics are “healthy” and make her feel like she’s 

doing the right thing, “teacher ethics” make her feel “handcuffed” and unable to care for kids in 

meaningful ways. Where she finds joy in submitting to God’s laws, she’s “not submitting 

happily to [teacher ethics].” 

 The place where Mei sees the most conflict between God’s laws and teacher ethics is in 

the area of evangelism. Her spiritual call to teaching is an explicit call to evangelize. She takes 

no small amount of pride in the ways in which she is able to stealthily insert evangelism in her 

curriculum and her interactions with students. During her first year of teaching she assigned 
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students to write a personal narrative and then wrote her own to use as a model for students to 

learn from. She wrote about her relationship with her father and then drew parallels between that 

relationship and the relationship she has with God. “I mean, I did not need to include the God 

part,” she tells me, “I threw that in there because I want them to know I’m a Christian. I want 

them to get the gospel.” She is untroubled by her knowledge that a lot of her students “might 

have been uncomfortable.” One student came back and asked her if she was allowed to talk 

about God in a public school classroom. She says, “I immediately responded with, ‘Yes, because 

this is not me trying to evangelize you, but . . .” 

I break in, “You’re really aware that you are sliding [the God part] in there to evangelize 

but you’re going to say that it’s not?”  

She laughs, “Of course. They can’t prove it.” She pauses for a quick beat and then eyes 

me suspiciously. “Unless they get a hold of this recording. But then I can sue you for something, 

right?”  

“Sure,” I say, and she laughs again. I ask her if she’s had trouble this year with the 

personal narrative, but she says that she decided not to use the personal narrative again because 

she doesn’t want to “have to spend some time explaining it away,” even though she thinks she 

could explain it away. 

I ask for clarification: “So, it seems to me that you’re thinking about how you need to 

evangelize, but you’re also thinking that in order to keep evangelizing you’re going to need to 

toe some lines so that you can continue evangelizing without getting fired. Right?” 

Mei puts her hand to her chin and says, “I think one of my [spiritual] mentors did say 

something like that because I was struggling with not evangelizing. I completely forgot, but 

that’s a good point. That’s definitely something I can use to make myself feel better when I don’t 
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evangelize as much as I want to.” She points at me and amends quickly: “I don’t think there’s 

really ever a justification for not evangelizing.” For Mei, there’s never an option or an argument 

that is going to make her feel better about not fulfilling her evangelical call. Anything less than 

explicit, verbalized evangelism is a cop out, a sin, a reflection of her human inability to trust 

God.   

Moments of Hesitation—The Cost of Public School Teaching 

 Mei sees a vast gulf between the nature of the work of teaching in a public school and the 

work of showing forth God’s love to others. Some of this is because Mei’s definition of 

evangelism doesn’t allow a “soft” version of evangelism that might occur just by being a happy 

and kind example of a Christian. Some of this is because Mei’s call to teaching came attached 

with a very specific plan to go abroad, teach English, and evangelize in countries where 

Christianity is still a minority religion—none of which included teaching at a public school in the 

Deep South. Mei’s change of plans with regard to her teaching career is something she is still 

trying to come to terms with. But just as importantly as the other two factors, Mei talks about the 

way that working as a public school teacher has damaged her own spirituality. Her relationship 

with God has suffered; her trust in him (and his trust in her) has faltered as she passes up 

opportunity after opportunity to spread the gospel because of the constraints of her job. There is 

a real sense of sadness from her as she talks about the way that she feels herself slipping 

spiritually. 

 Part of her grief over who she sees herself becoming is centered in the idea that she can’t 

even properly repent of the spiritual slips she is making every day as a public school teacher. 

“Whenever I actively ignore opportunities or I don’t stand up for God the way I think I should, I 

want to repent and apologize and change my ways. But then I knew I couldn’t repent because the 
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next time it happened I would do exactly what I did the first time.” For Mei, her sense of 

repentance involves turning from the sin and performing a new version of obedience when 

presented with a similar situation in the future. However, her desire to keep her job keeps her 

from true repentance. “I’ve gotten to the point where I don’t even say, ‘Sorry, God’ anymore, I 

just say, ‘Look, this is the way it is now.’” Mei’s eyes fill up with tears that she blinks back 

quickly. “When you disobey and you know you’re disobeying and you actively disobey—it’s a 

very unhealthy thing for your spiritual walk. And now I’ve been doing this for three years and 

right now, I’m in a very weak spot spiritually.”  

Mei’s concern isn’t just idle guilt: she has real concerns about her salvation. She’s 

worried that her struggle to stand up for God and boldly evangelize might be a sign that she was 

never saved in the first place. “I’m panicked because I think I’m not saved, and this whole time 

[I thought I was saved] I was just faking it or something or lying to myself.” Here we might 

come to the crux of Mei’s discomfort with being a public school teacher who doesn’t take every 

opportunity to evangelize. Mei’s anguish might be less about whether the students in her classes 

hear the word of God and are saved and more about her doubts about her own salvation.  

 Mei feels a pull between the two discourses she feels herself straddling in her religious 

spheres as well. In a blog post that she writes for me21 titled “A Teacher Learns to Check Her 

Christian Discourse at the Door” she reflects on an incident that happened while she was 

teaching Sunday School at her church. She saw a little boy purposefully take something from a 

little girl and she “lost [her] mind” because she felt it was such a clear instance of bullying:  

I brought the boy out, and the conversation went something like: 

[Mei to the boy]:  Why did you do [that]? What were you hoping to do?  

                                                 
21 Mei Lin chose to write blogs instead of recording herself on Flipgrid as part of her reflection process 
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[Boy]:  I don't know. 

[Mei to the girl]:  How did you feel when he did this to you? 

[Girl]: I feel bad. 

[Mei to the boy]: I need you to change. Are you a man or not? A man who steals candy 

from little girls? Does that sound manly to you? No?  

When I was saying all of that, someone walked by with a side comment of "Ooooh, 

you're a bad boy," and that was when I remembered the gospel and said, "Jesus died for 

bad boys." 

What bothers Mei the most here isn’t that she responded with anger (although she does feel bad 

about that since she considers yelling to be a sinful response to a problem). Instead, she’s 

bothered by how quickly she used what she views as a secular approach to discipline—an 

approach that she sees as behavior based instead of Gospel-based. It isn’t until someone else 

walks by and makes a comment that she remembers that her church space disciplines differently 

than her school space. She reflects: 

Before [teaching at a] public [school], my teaching experiences have been primarily in 

openly Christian contexts. The encouraged discourse of discipline is grace-centered. A 

language and attitude of grace is afforded to all . . . [What I should have said was] "Jesus 

loved and stood up for women and children, and He teaches His disciples to do the same. 

Your behavior does not demonstrate the teachings of Jesus. You've sinned, but Jesus died 

for your sins, so this shouldn't be on your heart as guilt, but Jesus also set you free from 

sin, so you must change." To the girl, the dialogue should go something like, "Do you 

forgive him? He sinned against you and hurt you, and Jesus knows how that feels because 
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people hurt him too. But Jesus died for them and forgave them, just like he's forgiven 

you. Can you rely on Jesus to give you the power to forgive others?" 

Mei contrasts the ideal response—a response that centers Christ’s love and forgiveness as well as 

the call to change that is implicit within that love with her actual response—a response that she 

finds to be “empty and man-centered:” 22 

I appealed to manhood without basis on the Bible and [I also used] shame ("You wanna 

be the man who steals candy from little girls?"). I appealed to a code of conduct: "We 

don't do things like bullying," and man-made kindness: "Can you forgive him?" without 

basing my response on the gospel. In my mind, I wasn't a Christian mentor; I was a 

feminist public school teacher: I can't have an older boy get away with "teasing" a little 

girl. Not because it's against God but because it's against feminist values. 

 What Mei is horrified by here is how quickly and automatically she reverted to her 

teacher identity, with secular approaches to behavior and discipline. It can be argued of course, 

that Mei (and the other participants) never fully use secular approaches since they are so steeped 

in discursive figurations of teacher as Christ, but Mei often uses these terms herself to juxtapose 

two separate options in her choice making process. Particularly, she frames the tensions that she 

feels as a binary (i.e., here’s what my religious identity says I should do and here’s what the 

secular world is telling me I should do instead). It isn’t that the secular view always runs counter 

to the religious view (both Mei’s education professors and her religious leaders agree that yelling 

at kids isn’t optimal disciplinary practice); it’s simply that for participants like Mei, it’s dishonest 

and disloyal to God to not give him the glory for these actions. 

                                                 
22 When Mei talks about “man-centered” she is not critiquing this response as being centered in masculinities, 

instead she is commenting that the response centers itself in the logic of mankind (fallen and weak) instead of in the 

love of God. 
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Mei’s experience in her Sunday School class solidifies her growing unease with who she 

is becoming as a result of being a public school teacher. Mei sums up her big takeaway in this 

way: 

I hate public schools. I've gained a new set of values and dialogue as a public school 

teacher; school policy is the Bible I fall back on for authority . . . Behavior changes, but 

the heart remains the same, and that behavioral change does not carry over into the next 

day or the next classroom. And [the language of public dialogue has] permeated into my 

Christian spaces. I'm a Sunday School teacher, and I couldn't bring myself to use gospel-

centered language in my church classroom. 

Already annoyed by the way that being a public school teacher has forced her to curtail her 

evangelicism, Mei is disgusted to realize that even in her Christian spaces she is using what she 

can only categorize as secular values and discourse. It’s one thing to feel like she has to check 

her Christian identity at the door of her public school classroom (she does feel that way, although 

I read her performance of teacher as being deeply embedded in Christian practices). It’s entirely 

another to realize that she has gotten so numbed to the difference between godly discipline and 

secular discipline that she uses secular logic even in a religious space.  

Moments of Hesitation—The Question of Affirming 

Even as an undergraduate, Mei Lin grappled with how she might show acceptance and 

love to people in the LGBTQ community while still communicating her belief that God views 

anything other than heterosexual, married sex as sin. She attended her university’s training, 

sponsored by the LGBTQ resource center, on how to create safe classroom spaces for members 

of the LGBTQ community. She spent a great deal of time with fellow Christians in her cohort 

considering what it meant to love someone versus what it meant to accept someone, particularly 
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around issues of gender and sexuality. What she keeps coming back to, over and over, no matter 

how many trainings or conversations she has, is that there is no way she can condone or approve 

of the gender and sexual identities of the LGBTQ community. The pull that she feels is a little 

different than the pull that Noelle navigates with her transgender student. Noelle has mastered 

the sidestep, preferring to avoid the issue unless she can carefully phrase her words so that she 

doesn’t give offense or so that she can be read in multiple ways. Mei Lin sometimes feels offense 

and pain can be godly. 

What the trainings and conversations have done is made Mei deeply aware of the damage 

that the LGBTQ community feels has been done to their personal identities as a result of 

heteronormativity. I ask her if she feels her training made her more sensitive to what it means to 

identify as LGBTQ. “Yes.” She says definitively. “It made me realize how damaging 

heteronormativity is and how much we do need more representation. Like, for people to feel 

recognized and acknowledged in their identities. But the thing is, I don’t want them to feel 

reinforced in their identities.” The difference, for Mei, is easy: it’s okay to acknowledge that 

there might be people who are gay, but it’s not okay for them to feel like God’s okay with that 

identity. She continues, “Like, I know that it feels bad to see only straight people in movies, but I 

don’t want to see gay people in movies. Unless it’s a Christian movie where Christians control 

the narrative and they become not gay.” 

I give a sound that might be interpreted as either an affirmative or a negative, and she 

rushes to fill the gap: “I know that’s not cool for people who are identified as LGBTQ and they 

go through like conversion therapy and all that. That would be terrible. But I will still want that 

instead of reinforcing that identity. Even though I know it hurts people.” Mei knows there is 

violence (in a Derridean sense) whichever way she turns in this situation. There’s the violence 
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and the damage that is caused by not affirming identities—a violence that “hurts” and might 

even be a “terrible” violence. Thanks to her training and research on the subject, Mei 

understands that LGBTQ-identifying students are more likely to commit suicide—something she 

directly ties to homophobia, transphobia and heteronormativity. It’s not that Mei is ignorant of 

the hurt that “rejecting a part of someone’s identity” might cause. She knows and she enacts the 

violence anyway. 

What makes this choice to enact a violence possible, of course, are Mei’s religious 

beliefs, particularly her beliefs around heaven and hell. Mei’s belief that gayness is a sin causes 

her to consider affirming queer identities as an eternal violence, and she’s choosing to play the 

long game. Hell looms large, and she reasons that if she truly loves someone, in the Christian 

sense, the best thing she can do now is hurt them in the short term, by telling them the truth about 

how God views their sin. She talks about how she herself is disciplined by God, that there are 

parts of her personality and identity that he hates just as much as he hates gayness. She explains, 

“You know, I’m very sarcastic, and I think God rejects that, too. And that’s an important part of 

my identity.” Perhaps Mei’s perspective is best expressed by the Bible itself when it states that 

“no chastening for the present seemeth to be joyous, but grievous: nevertheless afterward it 

yieldeth the peaceable fruit of righteousness” (Hebrews 12:11, King James Version) Mei can 

acknowledge that God’s rejection of gayness might feel grievous, but that doesn’t mean that the 

pain of the chastening isn’t worthwhile if it can be turned to righteousness.  

It’s helpful to understand that Mei eschews pop culture representations of hell, where the 

devil is the king of hell and gets to run the show. Hell is just as much a manifestation of God’s 

power and love as heaven is. She views hell as a very literal place, with genuine suffering, wrath, 

and punishment, but all of that punishment and suffering glorifies God. Since Mei’s goal as a 



122 

 

Christian is to glorify God, to acknowledge 

his glory wherever she sees it, she talks 

about how even if there is someone in hell 

who she genuinely loves but who was not 

a Christian (“I put my grandma in that 

position,” she confesses), she can’t do 

anything but consider that person’s 

punishment as just. From her own 

Calvinist perspective,23 she can’t do 

anything else but view the punishment of 

that person as a source of God’s glory. In 

all instances, God’s glory is meant to be 

joyful. The glory of God’s punishment can 

be just as joyful and glorious as God’s 

mercy and grace.  

When the subject of LGBTQ issues 

come up outside of school, Mei views it as 

her responsibility to affirm what she 

knows about God: that all sin is repugnant to him and being gay is a sin. If that hurts the people 

she’s talking to, she believes that God’s sovereignty can turn that hurt to good, by opening up 

                                                 
23 I had originally written “Christian perspective” here, but Mei corrected this during her read through of this 

chapter: “I might say "Calvinist" because this is almost certainly rejected in most Christian circles. Even some 

Calvinists would say that's going too far. I base this largely on Revelation 17-19, especially Rev. 19. Heaven 

rejoicing and glorifying God because He's violently judged Babylon (a symbol for sin).” What might be worth 

noting here is Mei’s awareness of the ways that her thinking on this topic might be at odds with other Christian 

perspectives that do not attend to Calvinist principles. 
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guilt which leads to change. This stance is very much influenced by Mei’s understanding of 

Christian love, and by her own experiences with being convicted by the Spirit to change and turn 

away from sin.  

In a classroom setting, Mei’s approach is a little less direct than it is in her personal 

interactions outside of school. She talks about how she purposefully avoids addressing LGBTQ 

issues in her planned curriculum. “In my mind, I knew Hamilton would have been a great 

example to talk about LGBTQ issues, because some people love to think about how John 

Lawrence and Alexander Hamilton had a thing . . . but I was like, ‘Nope, I’m not going that 

direction because no one’s going to think it’s weird that I don’t go in that direction.’” It’s not that 

Mei doesn’t want to share her opinion and her belief; she does. But she’s worried that even 

opening space for the conversation might be seen as a way of affirming LGBTQ identities, and 

she can’t risk it. 

However, specifically because she is a Christian, Mei feels a responsibility to show how 

one might behave as a Christian in what she views as a non-hateful way, even towards those who 

are sinning. Because of this, she does tell kids in her classroom to stop using the term “gay” as 

an insult, although her attempts are sometimes rather uneven. She says: 

If there are two boys being touchy or whatever, I’m just like, “Oh, you guys really like to 

be close together, don’t you?” And they will say, “What? No! Not gay!” And then, that’s 

when them knowing I’m a Christian is really helpful because that’s when I step in and 

say, “Don’t make gay an insult.” I want Christians to leave my classroom knowing that 

they can’t have that way of thinking or interacting with LGBT people. Just because 

you’re a Christian doesn’t mean you have to hate them or be insulting or view them with 

that much negativity. 
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Mei wants to model for Christian students the ways that you might be a Christian and not be 

hateful or insulting towards people who identify as LGBTQ. What she doesn’t seem to notice 

within this example is the way that her own assumptions about gender norms (and discomfort 

with gayness) come through in her original statement (“Oh, you guys really like to be close 

together, don’t you?”) which she says with a joking tone but which I read as a way of regulating 

both masculinity and heteronormativity. In short, she sets the students up to make a homophobic 

comment (by denying her reading of their behavior as gay), and then chides them for doing so. 

It’s only the chiding that she self-identifies as a religiously informed understanding of how she 

interacts with students around LGBTQ issues in the classroom; I identify her first statement as 

being equally religiously informed.   

Looking Forward 

 As Mei finishes up her third year of teaching, there are big changes in the works. She’s 

returning for her fourth year of teaching in her same school with a similar teaching load, but she 

has big plans to make her original calling of teaching ESOL abroad a possibility. She has always 

wanted to return to China, but with the current climate for Christians in China, her parents have 

worried that it would be unsafe for her to return as a Chinese citizen. Mei had been putting off 

making a decision about whether to apply for U.S. citizenship because she wasn’t sure if that was 

what God wanted her to do, but her mom finally made the decision for her and sent off her 

application on her behalf. Mei expressed relief that her mother took the decision out of her 

hands, because now she can move forward without so much indecision. If she can teach and live 

abroad as an American citizen, Mei is aware of the additional protection she will be afforded. 

That protection means she could more openly evangelize, which has always been the end goal 

for her calling as a teacher.   



125 

CHAPTER SIX 

PORTRAITS OF MALLORY—RUNNING THE ROOM 

Mallory Donaldson24 is a big personality, something she admits almost apologetically. 

“I’ve always been like this,” she says, “Like, I can run a room, no problem.” She can, too. In her 

undergraduate classes she was always the focal point, the funny one, the outspoken one, the loud 

one. It’s no surprise that even though she graduated from different cohorts than the other 

participants in the study, at our first focus group both of them said, “Hey, I know you!” She’s 

outgoing and friendly and she’s a gift in group settings because she knows how to put people at 

ease, ask them questions about themselves, get the conversation flowing. She’s a funny mix of 

self-promoting and self-deprecating, too: “Polish Perfect!” 25 she’ll respond laughingly if you ask 

her where these social skills come from, as if a year long course on etiquette and dinner manners 

can take all of the credit for what’s clearly a natural way with people.  

As a teacher, she’s jumped right into running a room. Classroom management has given 

her very little trouble. Her quick sense of humor and fondness for the absurd makes her a favorite 

among the high schoolers—mostly juniors—she teaches. She’s just as likely to head off a 

24 It’s important to acknowledge in this portrait particularly, my own relationship with Mallory. Although I taught 

Mallory in a Teaching Reading to Adolescents class during her undergraduate experience, our relationship has 

become much more complex. As part of a very complicated placement situation, Mallory needed additional support 

during her student teaching experience and often turned to me as an advocate. After her graduation, Mallory has 

become less of a former student to me and more of a friend, sometimes a daughter, sometimes a colleague. I know a 

great deal more about Mallory--on and off the record--than I do any of the other participants. In some ways this both 

simplifies and complicates this portrait: I feel more sure that I am interpreting Mallory’s intentions generously but I 

am also a strong influence on Mallory’s attitudes about teaching, youth, feminism, love, religion, relationships, and 

so on. It is very likely that this portrait reveals as much about the portraitist as it does about the portrait. 
25 Polish Perfect (a pseudonym) is a popular etiquette program for children from grades 6-12. In the program, youth 

learn social etiquette with the intent of developing leadership skills. 
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potential conflict with a quip and a shared laugh as with a more serious conversation in the 

hallway--although she feels comfortable doing both. It’s not just people skills that set her apart, 

either. Even though she’s only a second year teacher, she’s been asked to head up her grade level 

curriculum team in order to rewrite curriculum, provide leadership in team meetings, and get 

everyone on the same page. In the fall, she coaches volleyball, and it won’t take too much 

coaxing for her to tell you that she was a very good high school volleyball player, such a good 

high school volleyball player that she still holds multiple records at the private Christian high 

school she attended, thank you very much. She brings all of this experience into the classroom--

people skills, leadership and planning skills, and coaching skills--and combines it with her deep 

love of literature. 

The reason that Mallory is half apologetic about her ability to run a room has a lot to do 

with the education she received at her private Christian high school. “Girls weren’t supposed to 

be, well, this much,” she says. “Like, we were supposed to be quiet, and be kind in like a very 

sweet, submissive way. My teachers spent a lot of time telling me that I needed to be a little bit 

less--or a lot less.” Running a room, the term Mallory uses to describe her strong leadership 

skills and innate charisma, was something that only men should want to do. Mallory spent a lot 

of her high school life trying to fit herself into the tiny box of what the people around her felt a 

woman should be. By the time I met her, as a senior in college, Mallory was trying to figure out 

how to build a bigger box to contain her own changing conceptions of what she could and 

couldn’t be, as a woman, as a Christian, and as a teacher.  

Mallory’s religious identity is tightly bound with her identity as a daughter and a sister. 

Religion, she’ll say wryly, is the family business. Her father is one of the founders of a local 

megachurch, her mother taught at Christian private schools while also performing the many 
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unpaid responsibilities that often fall to pastors’ wives in the Deep South. Her brother, a recent 

graduate from a very conservative seminary, is an assistant pastor in a neighboring state, her 

sister is a producer and media specialist at one of the campuses of her father’s church. She 

attended a private Christian school from kindergarten through twelfth grade, participating in 

multiple weekly Bible studies, praying in every class, being mentored by teachers and older 

students, serving as a mentor to younger students, working with her peers as an accountability 

partner26 or a Bible study leader all along the way. On Sundays, it was typical for her to be at 

church all day, working in the children’s ministry during one service and attending her own 

worship service later. “I remember finding out [as a teenager] that people had religion and it 

wasn’t everything, which was really surprising to me. Like, every conversation I had ended with 

‘We’ll pray about it.’ It was our version of ‘Okay, love you, bye.’” Attending church is never 

just about attending church or just about hearing the weekly message, it’s also about supporting 

her family and supporting her parents. Church, religion, and faith are the air that she’s breathed 

her whole life, but lately she’s started to feel a little suffocated, particularly when she considers 

the discursive constructions of femininity and womanhood in Christianity.  

 It’s not just that Mallory wants to be able to run a room in peace without judgment about 

her failure to perform Biblical visions of womanhood. It’s also that she’s been profoundly let 

down by religious responses to sexual assaults—her own, in college, for starters, where the 

emphasis of those around her was not on holding him accountable but on her giving forgiveness 

to her attacker.  She’s also uncomfortable with the glossed over sexual assaults of young women 

                                                 
26 The term accountability partners refers to friends or peers who agree to work together to hold each other 

accountable, most generally in terms of sexual purity. For example, a person might call their accountability partner 

before they go on a date to get a pep talk about setting boundaries or they might call their accountability partner out 

if they think they are getting too physical in romantic relationships (within this discourse, these relationships are 

assumed to be with the opposite sex). 
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in Christian schools, in Christian families, and in Christian churches. She relates one particularly 

difficult incident from a job at a church that she held when she was in college where she was in 

charge of organizing baptisms. She was instructed to let a young man who had sexually assaulted 

his sister get baptized because he deserved grace like any sinner,27 all while the church provided 

virtually no support for the young woman who had experienced the assault. It might be fair to 

say that Mallory’s exit from regular church attendance (during her first year of teaching) was 

deeply tied into the ways that she saw forgiveness and absolution for men being paid for by the 

suffering and silencing of women. 

Mallory’s religious identity is very complicated. Although she no longer attends church, 

excising the influence of religious thinking from her daily life would be impossible. Her 

language continues to show religious influences—she talks about what it means to show God’s 

love in her teaching only a few sentences after she confesses she probably doesn’t believe in God 

anymore. A recent social media post features a picture of her with two robed graduates (students 

she taught last year who are now graduating) and the caption reads, “I will forever be grateful for 

the grace they showed me every single day as a first year teacher.” It’s not just the use of 

religious words and phrasing, either. Sometimes Mallory and I find ourselves arguing points of 

doctrine from our respective former faiths’ perspectives (issues of priesthood authority, or the 

sanctity of the Bible as the only source of truth) with far too much passion for people who no 

longer believe there’s a point to arguing doctrine. Mallory confesses to being very confused by 

her own identity, particularly when she feels herself sliding into what she can only view as moral 

27 I had originally written “he needed the forgiveness” here, which reflected my own Mormon perspective of 

baptism as a literal washing away of sin. During her member check, Mallory gently corrected me and reminded me 

that in her belief system, baptism is largely symbolic. She suggested the change in phrasing to “he deserved grace 

like any sinner” to more accurately reflect the language that might be used in her religious spaces when talking 

about baptism. 
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relativism. “Like, how am I even making decisions anymore?” she wonders, as she talks about 

how unmoored her own decisions feel from anything solid.  

Mallory’s religious beliefs are divided in her head into two spaces: things she was taught 

at her school, and things she was taught at her father’s church. While both spaces identified as 

nondenominational, Mallory identifies her home church as having come out of the Southern 

Baptist tradition, but being “a lot less formal.” Her school taught a variety of denominational 

beliefs, but what sets it apart for Mallory is the emphasis on legalism “like, you were graded on 

if you could say a verse and you got a point off for every time you missed a word. And we’d 

keep logs for how often we prayed and we got awards for how many nice things we did for 

people.” The problem for Mallory is that legalism became a way of quantifying righteousness 

and faith and in her home church they “always said that you couldn’t do that.” During high 

school Mallory would keep journals that marked how long she could go without sinning—an  

exercise that she enjoyed until she realized her pride in how long she could go was itself a sin.  

Mallory’s understanding of God’s will is tied to her understanding of God’s love. 

Because God loves her, he has a deep interest in her life, in her choices, and in her relationships. 

Mallory’s responsibility then, was to always discern what God wanted her to be doing, to 

continuously keep herself “in God’s will.” Mallory received mixed messages about what it meant 

to stay in God’s will. Mallory’s dad taught her that “God’s will wasn’t a tightrope stretched over 

the Grand Canyon. God’s will was the Grand Canyon and you had to try really hard to climb out 

of it.” What Mallory learned from her parents was that God’s will was wide and deep and there 

was plenty of space in God’s will for any individual choices she might make. But she also was 

taught that God had a deep interest in the choices in her life, particularly in her school spaces, 

which sometimes complicated her understanding of her own agency. “I mean, when I pledged at 
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a sorority, I remember crying because I was like I don’t know if God wants me to pledge to this 

sorority or that sorority,” she says with the disarming laugh that often hides the underlying 

anxiety she feels.  “It was a really ambiguous or really arbitrary line of where we drew the line of 

what God cared about and what he didn’t.” I comment that a lot of people find a lot of comfort in 

viewing God as always interested in their lives, but that it seems that for Mallory it became a 

source of anxiety, “Yes,” she affirms, “because everything was like, ‘Did you pray about it and 

did you get an answer about it?’ That can be paralyzing because you cannot be sure what the 

answer is.” What might be most important from this, is that Mallory believed and generally 

continues to believe that there is an answer—a right thing to do in every situation. If she can 

figure out what that one right thing is, her path will be smoothed in front of her. 

 Mallory absolutely became a teacher because she felt spiritually called to the work as a 

way to glorify God.  She says of that initial call: 

 I was in high school and I was at a spiritual retreat. I was crying and I think we were 

supposed to be praying about where we’re going next or what our purpose was in God’s 

kingdom . . . and there was a song where the chorus says, ‘Oh, to be like you God. I’d 

give all I have just to know you. Oh, to be like you, that others may feel your love.’ And I 

thought about my English teacher who was just so loving and so kind. . . She never talked 

to me about God, she never told me what I had to do. And that was honestly when I 

decided that I could teach public school and never talk about God . . . I could just love my 

kids so well that at the end of the day, they would wonder what that is.  

Mallory’s call to teach is bound up in her own sense of being loved by teachers and how that 

love helped her to understand more fully the love that God had for her. Importantly, her decision 

to teach in public school instead of private school hinged on an understanding that she could still 
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do God’s work and show God’s love to others even if she couldn’t talk explicitly about her 

belief. 

I ask her why she felt called to teach 

language arts, specifically. Why not math or 

science? She points to the walls of her 

classroom, draped in large pictures of famous 

authors like F. Scott Fitzgerald and Emily 

Dickinson. “There is something about English 

class for me that it was, it was just easier for 

me to see God’s love and grace in books . . . I 

really connected to God with books—like an odd amount probably. I remember reading The 

Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald, 1925). It was a very religious experience. I have tons of journal entries 

that are quotes from the The Great Gatsby and then me writing about what it taught me about 

God and human nature.” (See Figure 5, a picture of Mallory’s classroom window, decorated with 

the classic literary symbol of God’s watchfulness—T.J. Eckleburg’s eyes. Gatsby and Fitzgerald 

have a prominent role in the decorations in Mallory’s classroom.) Literature became a conduit to 

greater understandings about God, in part because her own English teachers framed them that 

way within the context of a Christian education. When the class read A Tale of Two Cities 

(Dickens, 1859/2014), it wasn’t a reading that was primarily framed as a historical novel; instead 

they used the novel to talk about religious concepts like sinning and sacrificial love.  

However, language arts classes were also a place of very literal physical and emotional 

safety for Mallory, too. In a school where the lines of professionalism and relationships between 

Figure 5—Mallory’s Eyes of T.J. Eckleburg 



132 

kids and adults were often blurred uncomfortably,28 Mallory recalls walking into English classes, 

where the teachers tended to be more professional and more liberal and thinking, “Thank God. I 

just feel so safe here, I feel so connected here, and I feel I have a place here.” That feeling of 

safety, connection, and acceptance felt very sacred to Mallory, and she says “making other kids 

feel that way” was a big part of her call to teaching language arts, specifically.     

Mallory’s ambivalence toward religion and God now have complicated her thinking 

around how she teaches, why she teaches, and who she is as a teacher. Because so much of the 

reason she went into teaching was based on her spiritual call, she has had to do some careful 

thinking about what teaching might look like now for her. She’s holding on to her conception of 

English class as a place of community, as a place where kids feel loved and connected to the 

teacher and to the other kids in the room. She actively continues to use the religious concept of 

grace to frame the interactions she has with kids in her classroom. But she’s trying to let go of 

some of the things that made her own Christian education problematic: “the wildly 

inappropriate” closeness of teachers to students, the way that love sometimes meant shaming 

kids, particularly around issues of sex and gender.  

Perhaps most importantly, Mallory’s conception of love is shifting and being reshaped. 

What she previously considered to be love now feels inadequate. She says, “We were taught the 

love of God was basically, ‘I accept you. I love you completely and I love you too much to let 

you be the way you are.’ It’s like you’re completely accepted and loved and I want you to be so 

much more.” As a child and teenager, this meant that teachers, peers, and fellow churchgoers 

28 A few examples to illustrate my meaning here: Mallory recalls an assembly where all the girls were brought 

together and the wearing of jeggings was banned “because it was distracting the male teachers.” The overfamiliarity 

wasn’t just confined to male teachers, either: Mallory recalls instances where female teachers overshared details of 

their own sexual lives and prompted students to talk to them about what they were doing sexually as part of the 

mentoring relationship. No wonder then, that the Language Arts department, most of whom maintained more 

stringent teacher-student boundaries as a product of having worked in public schools, felt like a haven of emotional 

safety. 
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might approach her and tell her she was doing something wrong in order to hold her accountable 

to her Christian faith. That calling out was coded by her and those around her as being love. In 

Mallory’s tradition, Christians have a responsibility to keep each other in God’s will. 

“Basically,” Mallory says, “if you love someone and you see them doing something that you 

think is wrong—even something like, I prayed about it for you and I don’t think you should go to 

this university—if you feel that way and you don’t say something to them . . . That’s not love; 

that’s harm.”  

As she moves into classroom spaces, she’s working to challenge a definition of love that 

only accounts for the intention of the person who bestows love (“I love you too much to accept 

you how you are”) and is trying to perform a version of love that insists that an integral piece of 

giving love is that it is received as love—that the person who is being loved picks up the action 

as kindness, love, acceptance, and respect. In our focus group, she explains this shift to Noelle 

and Mei:  

I feel like so much of what I grew up with and what I hear in the Christian circles I run in 

is about showing love, and we do so much talking about how we show love and so little 

thinking about whether or not someone felt loved. And I get that’s not necessarily what 

Christianity calls for us. But for me, being a teacher, it matters to me how my kids are 

picking things up. There are ways I could hold up my religious views to my kids and still 

say I was showing love in the way love was defined for me, but I know my kids would 

not feel loved. 

Teaching in a public high school hasn’t necessarily required Mallory to reorient her conception 

of love. Instead, leaving her church has opened up for Mallory new ways of thinking about love, 

of defining love for herself, even while she acknowledges that so much of what she knows about 
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love she learned through religion. That new definition of love has opened up new performances 

of love in every space of her life, including the classroom.  

Mallory is keenly aware that there can be a disconnect between what she had been taught 

was an expression of love (correcting others) and how she wants students to feel inside her 

classroom (safe, accepted, and respected). This disconnect is particularly true for Mallory as she 

considers how she treats students who identify as LGBTQ. “I don’t think there’s a way to 

‘correct’ LGBTQ students without them feeling rejected, and I see a disconnect in those two 

things. For me, the way I made peace with that is that I am gay-affirming.” Mallory’s gay 

affirming stance stands in stark contrast to the other participants in the focus group conversation, 

who both are concerned that they have a responsibility as Christians to accurately represent 

God’s stance on being gay (God loves gay people because he loves all people, but being gay is a 

sin) to their students. What might make the difference between these beliefs is that while Noelle 

and Mei continue to be deeply informed by Christian conceptions of love that primarily consider 

the intent of the person who gives love, Mallory has embraced a conception of love that accounts 

for how the person who receives love feels. This shift in belief allows for a different performance 

of love for Mallory in classroom settings.  

Mallory teaches in a diverse school in a suburb of a busy metropolitan area. The school 

itself is tucked into a quiet neighborhood, across the street from an elementary school and from a 

sprawling county-maintained park with a pond, baseball fields, and trails through wooded areas. 

The school perches on the edge of a large master-planned pool and tennis community with neat 

but aging houses lined up on curving streets edged with tidy lawns. This high school is zoned in 

a way that takes in both prosperous pool and tennis communities and communities that are 

packed with rows of trailer parks. Most of the planned communities were built during the 
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housing boom of the 1990s, but there are just as many streets in the area that are still flanked by 

tiny houses built during the post-WWII housing crisis on little plots of land divided with chain 

linked fences.  

Although the school itself is genuinely diverse in terms of race (almost equally divided 

between Black, White, and Hispanic students with a slightly smaller Asian and Pacific Islander 

population) and economic status, Mallory’s classrooms often do not feel as diverse as the general 

population due to the school’s tracking policies (policies which mirror the majority of school 

system’s tracking policies). If you attend Mallory’s class during one of the classes that has been 

tracked as Honors, there is a notable difference in the racial makeup of the students compared to 

one of her on-level courses, something that Mallory attributes to racism in educational policy and 

practice. She thinks she might have convinced the administration to let her try a few sections of 

untracked English 11 in the future. She’s worked hard for the opportunity, engaging 

administrators in multiple conversations where she pointed out not only the vast racial inequity 

of the tracking system but also the complicated literacy work that her on-level students have 

engaged with through her class.  

As a teacher, Mallory has high standards for herself and for the teachers around her. Her 

greatest annoyance as a team lead is when she perceives other teachers as not fulfilling the 

demands of the job adequately. She believes that teachers should plan effectively to build 

engaging units while also building strong interpersonal relationships with kids so that they feel 

comfortable and safe in classrooms. One of her department chairs asked her why she got so 

annoyed when other teachers said things in meetings like, “Oh, my kids can’t do this! We’re not 

going to be able to do that unit/assessment/text.” Mallory explains that what annoys her about 

comments like this is that a good teacher should be able to say, “My kids can’t do this right now. 
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I’m going to need to do this and this and this with them before we can do that.” She has a certain 

amount of disdain for teachers who write kids off, don’t believe in them, or don’t attempt to 

understand them.  

Mallory has high standards for kids, 

too, but her level of annoyance when they 

don’t meet those standards is considerably 

lower than with adults. She happily defines 

what a good teacher is, what good assessment 

is, and what good instruction looks like, but 

balks at defining what a good student is. I ask 

her why she feels uncomfortable with the label 

of “good student” but not the label of “good 

teacher.” She draws deep distinctions between 

adults and children: 

I know that adults are still changing 

and growing too, but I just think it is 

ridiculous to put labels on teenagers. Like they’re changing so much and they’re growing 

so much. And we have so much power, so the minute you label them “bad” that has 

detrimental effects. Whereas when I label the teacher down the hall “bad,” it is not going 

to have the same effects because we are all grown. Like, self-actualizing people. When 

you’re an adult, yes, you change, but you’re just not as malleable.” 

Mallory has a great deal of patience and grace for teenagers because she considers them as in 

process. They can be forgiven for making mistakes and for not understanding how to treat each 
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other because they are still learning. Adults, however, are not given the same grace. Mallory 

holds herself and her colleagues to a much higher standard, particularly in the way that they talk 

about and treat students. Some of this, of course, comes from her religiously informed beliefs 

about what it means to be a teacher, which is “to put others’ needs and wants before yours . . . or 

servant leadership.”  

But it is also possible that some of Mallory’s construction of the young people in her 

classroom as fundamentally different from her adult peers comes from her experience within 

mentoring relationships within church and school spaces. In all of Mallory’s Christian spaces, 

mentoring was an important part of her religious experience, and even as a high schooler, she 

had multiple mentors and simultaneously mentored younger classmates. There’s a big difference 

in the performance of the role of mentee and mentor. Mallory explains that when she is the 

mentee, she feels free to admit to faults, to be open about her struggles with faith, but also about 

broader struggles in general. Where she might call out her peers and tell them that they weren’t 

in God’s path with a sense of showing forth God’s love, she would most likely hesitate before 

calling out a mentor (and that hesitance would increase with the age difference). Particularly as a 

teenager in her school setting, there was a sense of currency in having some kind of struggle to 

talk about with your mentor, and Mallory recalls that she was always really hard on herself when 

she was with her mentors. When Mallory worked with younger students as a mentor,29 she 

recalls that she worked really hard to appear as someone who had it all figured out or who was 

more mature, particularly about spiritual issues. As a mentor, she was far less judgmental than 

she would be with her peers; she wanted to assure her mentees that they were loved by God, give 

                                                 
29 Mallory was paired with a student who was two years younger in a mentoring relationship during high school; in 

college, she served as a youth group leader for 10-20 teenaged girls in the role of mentor. Throughout all of her high 

school and college years she also had multiple mentors with whom she met regularly. 
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good advice, and assure them that their mistakes were normal and could be learning experiences. 

In short, she might give her mentee guidance, but the overall feeling she wanted her mentees to 

have within their mentoring relationship was a feeling that there was a space for them—in 

Church, in worship, and in God’s love—regardless of what choices they were currently making.. 

As a teacher, then, Mallory has much higher expectations of performance for her adult 

teacher peers because she positions herself as a peer in those spaces. As a peer, Mallory’s 

evangelical Christian discursive figurations allow her to position herself with her colleagues as 

someone who can see their faults and insist that they do better. For the young people in her 

classroom, Mallory positions herself much more as a mentor figure. When Mallory is in a mentor 

role, she is much more tolerant of mistakes (even repeated mistakes). While she will correct 

students, she just has much less frustration when they don’t live up to her expectations. 

Mallory’s favorite mentors in high school and college were the mentors who encouraged her to 

be less judgmental of her own inability to be perfect, who assured her that she was going to turn 

out just fine, or better, who laughed when she confessed to a sin and made her take herself less 

seriously. It’s no surprise, then, that when Mallory positions herself as a mentor she also 

positions herself as someone who doesn’t believe there are “bad kids.” For Mallory, there are 

just “good kids” who need someone to believe in them, to be patient with them while they are 

learning, and to give them encouraging guidance.  

As an early career teacher, Mallory has been most surprised by “all the different stories 

and situations” that she sees as she connects with kids. Because she attended a private Christian 

school, her understanding of high school and high schoolers “is worlds different from what I 

thought it would be.” This is not to say that this has been an unwelcome surprise. Mallory 

explains that while it’s fun to find kids who are very similar to her, particularly personality wise 
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or humor wise, she finds “just as much fulfillment on the other side a lot of times.” Where 

Mallory had imagined herself being a teacher who would educate kids in order to help them 

become the kind of person she is (and was), she views her work differently now. As she has 

teased apart what it might mean to teach in a public school where not everyone shares the same 

religious framework, she has decided that her job is to help kids become who they want to be and 

to help them figure out how to engage responsibly with other people.  

 The kids Mallory most easily connects with or, at least, the kids she feels the most drawn 

towards are the kids “with a little bit of attitude” or “kids who are really witty and quick.” She 

thrives off of the verbal repartee that can happen with teenagers. Where some teachers are 

intimidated by teenagers’ barbed sarcasm and mostly good-natured ribbing, Mallory has 

harnessed this playful stance to build a classroom where kids are able to be linguistically playful 

while they talk about literature. She gives as good as she gets, and the kids know that if they dish 

it, they have to be able to take it, too. Mallory also confesses that she thinks a lot about the 

complicated and very real lives the kids in her classroom are living outside of school. Because 

kids trust her and because she reads their writing, she knows more about kids than other teachers 

might. She doesn’t know everything, but what she does know reminds her that the kids she 

teaches are growing up with vastly different lives than she did. She has kids whose parents are 

being deported for being underdocumented, kids with parents in jail, kids who are living in foster 

care because of familial sexual abuse. It isn’t that Mallory’s upbringing was free from problems, 

but what strikes her is how very adult these problems are that her kids are facing. 

Moments of Hesitation—Revealing a Christian Identity 

 Mallory’s moments of hesitation—the places and instances where she feels pulled by her 

religious identity in uncomfortable ways—most often reflect the ways in which she is grappling 
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with that religious identity herself. The majority of Mallory’s moments of hesitation were 

classroom incidences where students aligned themselves (sometimes in ways that increased their 

vulnerability in a peer space) with Christianity and seemed to be looking for affirmation or 

recognition from Mallory. Revealing her own Christian identity, especially when she is currently 

trying to figure out exactly what that identity means for her in private spaces, is a source of 

anxiety for Mallory. Equally anxious are the instances where she feels she has to make a choice 

between issues of equity and social justice and Christian values as she teaches her course. Some 

of this is because Mallory is intimately aware of the politically conservative leanings of most 

evangelical Christian communities (including her home church, her private high school, and her 

own family sphere), which set up the work she does around white privilege, feminism, and 

representation as liberal nonsense. Always, she is intimately familiar with how what she says 

will be picked up by Christian kids in the room and how their interpretation of what she says 

might lead them to feel unsafe, unloved, or unaccepted.  

 She recounts one such instance where a group of kids were speculating about her 

weekend plans. One kid said, “Oh, she’s going to go out and party.” Another girl responded, 

“She wouldn’t do that. She’s Christian.” She was uneasy with the incident for several reasons: 

first, because all the kids turned to look at her to see if she would verify that she was or wasn’t 

Christian. She felt very literally saved by the bell when the class period ended at that exact 

moment. But more uneasy for her was the notion that she had been read as Christian. It’s not that 

kids don’t ask her if she’s religious—they do, all the time. “That is never as odd for me as that 

moment of her just feeling that she knew that I was Christian.” I ask her why that bothers her 

when part of her initial call to teaching included the idea that she wanted her students to feel 
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God’s love from her so strongly that they would want to know why at the end of the day. She 

thinks for a moment, and then says: 

I do think a part of it is that since I attended a Christian school, I am always trying to 

keep in mind that I cannot teach the way I was taught . . . So in those moments it makes 

me think I’m not doing so well at that. Like, I thought that I was doing so well being 

neutral, and apparently I was not. 

Mallory flips easily in and out of the language of secular teaching and Christian-informed 

teaching, reflecting the ways in which her own identity is still in flux. While she refuses the label 

of evangelism to describe her teaching, she is much more comfortable stating her goal as 

showing Christ’s love, even as she balks at her students identifying her as a Christian in general. 

For Mallory, the distinction is in definitions. If she were to evangelize she would be putting forth 

the gospel and trying to influence kids’ religious beliefs.  However, she believes she can show 

Christ’s love by making someone feel accepted, wanted, and enjoyed. Showing forth the love of 

Christ is still compatible with the new worldview Mallory is forging: she still believes firmly that 

her role as a teacher—whether she uses the language of her teacher education coursework or the 

language of her religious framework to argue it—is to make kids feel loved, accepted, and 

enjoyed. 

Mallory too, is torn by how Christian identities are picked up by others in the room. 

While she says that it isn’t important to her that people think she is not a Christian, she still says 

that she left that incident feeling like she should pull a few kids aside to say something like, 

“Hey, when you talk to me, I want you to know I’m not judging you or listening to you with a 

Christian filter.” She is specifically talking about Arturo, a boy in her class who she describes as 

being “so marginalized from most teachers.” She and Arturo have a strong relationship and she 
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felt for a brief moment when he looked over at her he was doing some recalculating about 

everything he knew about her. “I would just hate it if that recalculation were, ‘Oh, she’s been 

judging me this whole time,’” she says, “I mean, he has a kid. He has a two-year-old and he 

shows me pictures of her every day. I was just really aware that I wanted him to know how much 

I enjoy him.” I point out that she seems to be thinking about the assumptions other people might 

make about Christians. She agrees and says, “I just think he would assume that Christians would 

not be okay with him having a child outside of marriage and getting a girlfriend pregnant when 

he was 17.” What Mallory is thinking about in these moments isn’t necessarily about her own 

comfort (although she does feel uncomfortable), it’s more about how her religious or not-so-

religious-anymore identity might influence her relationships with the students in her classroom.  

 Mallory has purposefully leveraged her religious insider status in other instances to 

strengthen her relationships with students. Another moment of hesitation she reflects on is her 

interaction with a student named Joel that she had previously struggled to connect with. He came 

to school wearing a shirt from a program that was from her home church, her father’s church. In 

other instances, with other kids, Mallory would have completely ignored the shirt. But with Joel, 

with their relationship being a little tenuous, she made a different choice. “I just have known that 

we have had a rough go for a while,” she says of the moment, “so then I was like, ‘Oh, hey, 

you’re in the Aspire program? Do you go to that church?’ And he was like ‘Yeah.’” Even in this 

simple and short exchange, which took place in the chaos of the beginning of a class period, 

Mallory was aware that she was presenting a version of herself that Joel could identify with and 

connect with. Mallory’s leveraging of her religious insider identity paid off in this instance. Her 

perception of her relationship with the student is that they are doing better now “probably 

because he reads me as Christian now.” 
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 Even though her leveraging paid off, Mallory has some regrets about using that identity 

too, and not just because she no longer feels like it’s an accurate representation of who she is 

right now. Some of it is that she has committed herself to a different set of ethics to Joel as a 

fellow Christian than she feels she has with other students. She believes that he watches her more 

closely and more critically to see the way that she performs her Christian identity as a teacher: 

He had already read me as a liberal, probably not Christian . . . but then we have this 

moment where I’m like, “I’m on your team. I know your church. I’m from your church.” 

So then now [he’ll always be looking at how I talk about ethical and moral issues 

wondering] “Are you going to stand up for your church when Christianity comes up?” 

And I know he’s thinking that because I definitely did that when I was in college. Like, 

once I knew a teacher was Christian, I would think, “What are they gonna do?” 

Mallory’s assumptions about the way that the student is reading her now that she’s disclosed a 

Christian identity stems from her own performance of Christian student in her public university 

setting. 

 Mallory’s concern over this complication of her teaching identity caused her to perform 

teacher differently moving forward. During a reading conference with Kaitlyn, a nonreligious 

student who was reading The Poet X (Acevedo, 2018) as part of her independent reading.30 

Mallory was “super aware” that Joel was listening in from his desk to hear what she would say 

when Kaitlyn asked, “Is religion really this crazy? Is this what it’s like to grow up in religion?” 

In that moment, Mallory felt a split in her responsibility—feeling responsible to identify with 

Kaitlyn and Joel in the exact moment. I ask her how she decided to respond, and she shakes her 

                                                 
30 The Poet X details the adolescence of a Dominican Catholic teenager in ways that often present religion from a 

troubling perspective. For example, the main character’s mother punishes her by having her kneel on rice in front a 

picture of the Virgin Mary when she goes on a date with a boy. 
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head derisively at her own decision. “I just said something like, ‘Oh, this character obviously 

feels that way. And religion is such a broad term.” Mallory feels uncomfortable with her 

response to this because it feels like a dishonest answer, a refusal to grapple with something that 

her students want to discuss. She’s also uncomfortable with her response because she’s aware 

that she responded differently than she normally would because Joel now reads her as a 

Christian. I ask her if some of her response was a way of trying to make everything more 

comfortable for herself: 

No, I actually felt what I chose to do was more uncomfortable for everyone. I felt like I 

would have felt more comfortable if I had just been a human in that moment and said, 

“Well, listen, yeah, I grew up similarly; I felt that reading this whole thing. It is rough, 

huh?” But that would have jeopardized my relationship with Joel. So I stayed in like this 

weird [place], like I was very awkward and not the way I like to be with students. And I 

could tell Kaitlyn was wondering why I wasn’t talking to her about it. I guess I made the 

choice to stay in discomfort. 

What’s most interesting here is how much pressure Mallory feels to present a version of herself 

as a Christian because she has identified herself as one to Joel. There are many, many instances, 

for example, where Mallory is fine with being read as a liberal, as a non-Christian, or at least as a 

liberal but religiously impartial figure. However, once she has identified herself to a student as 

having a religious identity, her anxiety ratchets up over performing a certain version of teacher 

for him.  

Moments of Hesitation—Grappling with Sexual Assault 

 Mallory sits with her arms wrapped around herself, her fingers pressing deeply into the 

flesh of her upper arm. When she gets this anxious, she is unaware of how hard she is pushing, or 
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perhaps she is anchoring herself with the physical pressure. I know from previous experience 

that she will bruise herself if I don’t intervene, so I lean over and almost apologetically uncurl 

her fingers. She gives a half smile—an acknowledgement that I caught her—and firmly presses 

her hands together in her lap. “This one’s a tough one for me,” she admits. She begins the 

rhythmic finger tapping that always accompanies anxious thinking for her: thumb to pointer, 

thumb to index, thumb to ring, a double tap of the thumb to pinky, thumb to ring, thumb to 

index, double tap on the thumb to pointer, over and over and over and over and over again, back 

and forth, and she starts to talk slowly.  

I have a student, like on the football team and we’ve had these moments—one, like I 

knew he had been abused, right? He had written that early on and we had talked about 

that. And he had seen his father abuse his mother, right? All of this is like through his 

writing, right? But he’s like everything you would think of when you think of a football 

player, right? He did not know how to show his emotions, but he came to me and was 

like, “I don’t know how to ask you this, but I’m not okay. There’s something I have to 

talk about and I don’t want to tell anyone here.” And I was like, okay, we’ll get you 

therapy. And we did, right? And then he gave me a Christmas gift and a really sweet 

letter that was really short and super appropriate. He’s very good at boundaries. But he 

wrote me a little letter that was like, “I’ve never had a teacher care so much about my 

emotional well-being. I just want you to know that it meant a lot to me and thank you so 

much. And I’m becoming a better man and thank you,” right? And I’ve kept an eye on 

him because he’s been struggling.” 

Mallory looks at her hands again, picking at the perfect manicure she keeps in order to keep from 

biting her nails. The finger tapping resumes.  
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He asked to talk to me in the hall again this week. And he was like, “I have something 

and I so don’t want to ask it. Especially of you.” And I was like, “Okay, we can talk 

about what’s happening.” And he said, “I’m going to court tomorrow and I need a 

character reference.”  

Mallory nods and leans forward, speaking more quickly now. 

And I was like, of course, of course, I’ll write you a character reference. And honestly, in 

my head, there was not even a doubt. Like maybe he stole something. It’s not even a hard 

thing for me to think that this is a good kid who made a stupid mistake, right? He said 

thank you and all that stuff, but then he was like, “I need you to know what it was about.” 

Then he started crying and he was like, “It’s for sexual assault.” And then he just kept 

crying and saying he was so sorry and he said, “I did it. And I’m pleading guilty. It’s not 

whether or not I did it. It’s just about what happens next.” And I was just listening and he 

said, “I want to be a different person. But I’m scared. I don’t know if I’m going to get to 

be a different person.” It was so sad. I said that I was going to have to think it through, 

and then I asked if I could give him a hug. And I did hug him and I told him that there are 

always choices--that no matter what happens in court, you still have a choice of who you 

are going to be the next day. Then I told him that he was a good person, but I will say, in 

my head I wasn’t sure about that. But I knew it was what he needed to hear. 

Mallory cocks her head sideways a little and spreads her hands flat on the table in front of 

her. “So then I was just trying to decide if I was going to write it or if I was going to tell him that 

I couldn’t.” What’s unspoken here in the interview between Mallory and myself is the fact that 

we both know this is a big fucking deal to her—that if the kid had stolen something, she 

wouldn’t have had a problem writing a letter singing his praises, but that sexual assault changes 
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things for her. It’s not just that sex has long been a taboo subject, but it's also bringing to the 

front her personal history with sexual assault and the forgiveness her religious discourse has 

taught her that women are expected to offer to rapists and sex offenders. It’s further complicating 

the strict moral judgments she has in place to make sense of her own sexual assault. “I have a 

very, very strict line on what I think is a good person and a bad person. And sexual assault 

crosses over that line for me. I still can’t say he was a bad kid. But I don’t know if I can say that 

he’s a good kid.” 

I let a few beats pass. We sit in silence for a minute, the unspoken history we both know 

but won’t acknowledge sitting in between us. I cough a little and then say, “So let’s talk about 

what makes this an aporia or a moment of hesitation for you. What makes this undecidable?” She 

talks through all of the steps that she took to try to make the best possible decision: she has 

visited the counselors and assistant principals to see if they know if the girl goes to their school, 

is in her classes, or is on her volleyball team. She talks to several trusted teacher friends. “I went 

to people for advice, and every single person was like, this is impossible. I don’t know. . . And 

what I just kept coming down to was, ‘What can I do that’s right? Like what can I do that doesn’t 

do anything wrong?’” She concluded, after all this input and soul searching, that there was no 

exactly right decision and that she would have to just make the decision that she could live with. 

The anguish with which she tells the story suggests that there might not be a decision that she 

can comfortably live with.  

What’s pulling at Mallory here, more even than the undecidability of the decision, the 

absence of a clearly right or clearly wrong answer, is the issue of responsibility. She can’t stop 

thinking about her responsibility: as a teacher of a kid who needs support, as a feminist who has 

decided that she wants to support and believe women, and as a Christian who has been taught to 
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offer forgiveness and grace. She walks me through each of these responsibilities, as we unpack 

this moment of hesitation together: 

Part of [my hesitation around writing the character reference] was that there’s another girl 

somewhere that I feel responsible to. I was watching my female students throughout the 

day, and I just kept thinking, What if I found out it was her? It would change everything. 

If I had a face connected to this girl, it would change everything. I started to feel like it 

could be any of them, right? And women are already so not believed, or there’s a 

situation just like this where it’s like he did it, but he’s a good kid. I’ve held this one 

belief that I’ll always support girls. 

What Mallory finds she’s coming up against again and again are two beliefs that feel pretty 

sacred to her: first, that she’s the kind of teacher who advocates for kids who have it rough, and 

second, that women and girls who are sexually assaulted deserve justice. 

 I ask her why this particular decision felt like a place where her religious identity and her 

teacher identity were in conflict. To me it felt like this might be just one of the many ethical 

issues that all teachers face in the course of being a teacher, regardless of religion. Mallory 

shakes her head emphatically when I suggest this:  

No, what was coming from my Christian identity was the forgiveness aspect. My 

Christian belief made me feel like I should write for him, right? That’s where the pull 

was. Forgiveness, grace, redemption. All sin is the same, right? Like, I was about to write 

for him when I thought it was stealing—I had no qualms until he told me what it was. 

That was the part where I felt my religion tied into it a ton. Who gets grace and who 

doesn’t get grace? Who gets protection and who doesn’t get protection? 
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At least part of Mallory’s hesitation here stems from her own experiences as a survivor of sexual 

assault and the way that her sexual assault was talked about in religious spaces. What was very 

clear to her in that space was that no one, absolutely no one, wanted to do the difficult work of 

supporting a sexual assault victim through the legal and emotional aspects of the assault. Instead, 

she was consistently told that she would only feel better if she let it go, gave it to Christ, stopped 

being angry, forgave her attacker, and moved on. Here, because she is the trusted teacher of a 

young man who is an attacker, she is being asked to become complicit in the discourse that she 

found so damaging during her own experience. In short, she’s being asked to write a letter asking 

the judge to forgive this kid, consider his future, contextualize his own background as an 

extenuating circumstance, all things that infuriated her when she was on the other side of the 

experience. And yet, she can’t not contextualize her decision with regard to this kid. She can’t 

erase out what she viewed as his sincere remorse, his anguish over his own actions, his 

understanding that he did something very wrong.  

“So did you write it?” I ask, although I’m sure I already know the answer. 

“Yes,” she says.  

“What did you say?” 

“Well, I rewrote it like 85 times. I still don’t feel good. I basically said, I can only speak 

to what I’ve seen in my classroom. I cannot speak to the way he handles himself with women. 

But I can say that I put him next to shy kids because he’s so good at talking with people. I ask 

him to partner up with kids who are new. I highlight his name when substitutes come in and stuff 

like that. He’s so good with everyone. He just is very thoughtful and kind—” she breaks off 

suddenly and gives a small shudder as her face twists into a brief, very brief, expression of 

revulsion, before she straightens her features again. 
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I observe as neutrally as possible, “You just had a very physical reaction to saying that.” 

“Yeah. Because I can’t . . . Like, [sexual assault’s] not kind. That’s not what kindness is.” 

She shakes her head clear of whatever she’s thinking and continues speaking immediately: 

So then there was a part of my letter that basically said, “I know he did this thing. I know 

his background and situation. I originally had a line that was like, I ask that you keep his 

future in mind, but I took it out. It felt too much like Brock Turner’s dad.31 Like I . . . I 

read that and I wanted to throw up. So I took that part out and the part about his situation. 

I left in that he had admitted this transgression to me. I have seen his remorse firsthand. 

I’m aware that his actions carry consequences for everyone involved. And I just left it at 

that. 

Mallory’s revulsion with the whole situation, with being in the same situation as Brock Turner’s 

father, with being positioned as an ally of someone who assaults women sexually is only 

tempered by her belief that every kid deserves to have someone, and this kid literally had no one 

else to speak on his behalf. Two factors settle her decision to write a letter on the student’s 

behalf: first, her recurring thought that this kid didn’t have anyone, and second, her belief that 

the student is engaging in a repentance-like process: “I saw the depression, I saw the regret, I 

saw the guilt as he started learning what [sexual assault] meant. And a lot of that was tied to 

discussions we had in my class. We were talking about sexual assault and hitting these things so 

hard. It was killing him probably.”  

Although Mallory would theoretically challenge repentance and forgiveness narratives in 

sexual assault, her language makes it clear that religious figurations around repentance still 

31 Brock Turner’s dad is a reference to a letter written by the father of Brock Turner, a Stanford University swimmer 

whose rape and sexual assault case garnered national attention, largely for the judge’s lenient sentencing of six 

months of probation. Brock Turner’s dad’s letter argued that his son shouldn’t serve prison time for “twenty minutes 

of action” and urged the judge to consider his son’s bright future as part of his sentencing. 
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influence the way she makes choices in the classroom. It’s important to her that the student 

professes regret, that he takes ownership for his mistake, and that he is willing to face 

consequences in order to try to make it right—all steps that coincide with Christian conceptions 

of repentance. It’s equally interesting that Mallory uses the word “transgression”—a word with 

strong religious ties—within her letter to describe the sexual assault. I read this in two ways: 

first, as evidence that Mallory is using her religious framework to make sense of the situation, 

including positioning herself as a woman who might be able to offer forgiveness to a man. But 

second, I see it as a way of softening the sexual assault for herself and for the intended audience. 

The word transgression could cover a multitude of sins (including the stealing that she would so 

easily have written a letter about) and avoiding naming the transgression as sexual assault makes 

the letter (and the choice to write it) easier to live with. Further, the use of the word transgression 

appeals to religiously informed constructions of repentance for the judge who will read it as well. 

In some ways, Mallory’s use of the word transgression may work to remind the judge that all sin 

is the same and that religious forgiveness is offered to all who ask for it.  

 Mallory’s moments of hesitation highlight how religion and religious discursive 

figurations linger and shape teacher practice even though the teacher themselves may be actively 

working to question these discursive figurations. But Mallory’s moments of hesitation also 

highlight how new performances of welcoming in the other become possible and thinkable when 

highly regulatory discourses (like the discourse of her school around gender and sexuality) are 

loosened up, examined critically and reworked.  

Looking Forward 

As Mallory looks to the future, she’s excited for her third year of teaching. This next year 

she has several goals for herself: she wants to continue to advocate against a version of school 
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that continuously labels kids without accounting for its own racist assumptions in that labeling. 

In her role as a grade curriculum leader, she wants to professionally advocate against the 

implementation of tests that are meant to get kids ready for tests that are meant to get them ready 

for more tests. She’s applied for graduate school, too, where she’ll work towards a master’s 

degree while also teaching full-time. Next year she has plans to rework her final unit to include 

space for kids to independently research the inequalities that they see in their school and 

community and present their findings to school administrators with recommendations for how to 

improve their school. She’s comfortable with the teacher identity she’s created for herself—one  

where she is seen by the vast majority of kids as someone who really likes them, who can joke 

with them, but who has firm boundaries and expectations for them.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN

DISCUSSION 

In this study, I have created portraits of evangelical early career teachers to answer a 

question that I had from my own experience as a teacher educator. I noticed a silencing (often 

unintentional but clearly communicated) of religious identity in the preservice teacher program 

in which I taught. I also heard my fellow teacher educators express (and sometimes expressed 

myself) a frustration with evangelical Christians’ dispositional readiness to teach students who 

are diverse in terms of race, gender, language, and sexuality. I conducted an early study of 

evangelical preservice teachers’ experience within their program which revealed their sense that 

their religious identities were unwelcome and even dismissed by the program and program 

instructors. After that original study, I wondered about how these teachers carried their religious 

identities into their own classrooms. What did their identities make possible for them and not 

possible for them?  

If there is one overarching takeaway from this study of three evangelical Christian 

teachers, it might be that these portraits highlight the vast diversity of experiences, beliefs, and 

practices of teachers who identify as evangelical Christians. Where Juzwik (2014) pointed out 

the wide diversity of denominations and churches that fall under the umbrella term of 

evangelical, this study highlights the individual diversity even between teachers who share very 

similar doctrinal beliefs (take, for example, Noelle and Mei, who both come from churches that 

emphasize Reformed doctrines). Even the religious-professional beliefs that these teachers share, 
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like the belief that their role as a teacher is to show forth the love of God to their students, aren’t 

necessarily enacted or embodied in the same way by each teacher. Equally, there is a certain 

amount of individual alterity as well, as these evangelical teachers often found themselves 

performing their interpretations of grace, justice, and love differently when faced with multiple 

and various situations, kids, and contexts.  

This does not, of course, mean that there isn’t value in looking for wider patterns, the 

patterns of thinking and being and doing that often signify discursive possibilities and 

impossibilities. This chapter, then, begins with a discussion of each individual portrait, attending 

to the findings that are particular or important to each participant. This discussion particularly 

considers how the portraits make sense of the guiding questions of this study: 

1. How do evangelical Christian teachers’ religious identities make certain

pedagogical practices and stances possible in public secondary language arts 

classrooms?  

2. How do evangelical Christian teachers navigate what they perceive as tensions in

their role as both a Christian and a public school educator? 

Next, I turn to a more general discussion comparing and contrasting the experiences of each 

participant and accounting for the difference in experience and teacher practice, using Derrida’s 

deconstruction of hospitality and ethics to guide my thinking. In this section I consider how my 

own stance as a hospitable researcher was challenged throughout the research process and 

account for research choices that were the results of wrestling with the ethical decisions that 

always accompany research, particularly deeply relational research like these portraits. This 

chapter then turns to an examination of the broader implications of this research for the fields of 
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English Education, teacher education, and teacher induction. Finally, I consider the limitations 

and affordances of this study and consider areas for future research. 

Noelle 

Noelle’s performance of teacher is deeply informed and made possible by her Christian 

discourse. Without her Christian identity, Noelle herself wonders if she would want to be a 

teacher since she sees her work in the classroom as so closely aligning with the work of a 

Christian. The particular doctrines and discursive figurations that make Noelle’s pedagogical 

stances and practices possible center around her understanding of herself as a person who is 

called to do God’s work in all aspects of her life, including her teaching life. Perhaps the most 

salient takeaways of how Noelle’s religious identity makes her teacher identity possible might be 

enumerated as follows:  

1) Because Noelle sees teaching as a fundamentally Christian act, she works to

perform a version of teacherness that centers joy, patience, and happiness—traits that she 

views as being the fruits of living a Christlike life. In theory, if she is joyful, patient, and 

happy enough, her students will be drawn to a relationship with Jesus because of her 

example. Being a Christian teacher puts an extra layer of pressure on Noelle to perform 

kindness in a way that mimics or personifies Christian love. 

2) Noelle’s teacher practice, particularly in terms of her interactions with students, is

made possible by her Christian-based concepts of repentance, forgiveness, grace, 

sovereignty, and perfection. 

3) Noelle feels a great deal of hesitation around issues of gender and sexuality in the

classroom. She wants to show how Christians might show unconditional love to those 
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who identify as LGBTQ, but she also wants to be true to her own belief that God cannot 

ever be okay with those identities.  

Welcoming in the other, as Derrida would phrase it then, is an important part of Noelle’s 

stance toward the students in her classroom. She wants to see them, speak to them (especially if 

it’s about her plants or her puppy), address them, and welcome them—particularly if doing so 

can be read as the fruits of a Christian belief and life. But this might be a hospitality that is based 

on a desire to evangelize, or to welcome the other with the intent of making them not-other. 

Classroom discipline for Noelle mimics Christian repentance and may create spaces for 

connection with (and unconditional welcoming of) the other only if the other can perform the 

version of Christian repentance and godly sorrow that Noelle recognizes. 

Where Noelle’s performance of Christian teacher becomes uncomfortably challenging is 

the focus of this study, and for Noelle, these moments of hesitation and uncertainty are often tied 

to sexuality and gender. Noelle, who wants to be obedient to God’s command to stand up for 

absolute truth and who also wants to care for a student who is struggling to transition in an 

environment that is not always very understanding, employs linguistic ambiguity and double 

meanings to try to achieve both of her goals at the same time. I don’t read Noelle in this situation 

as necessarily exercising the right of the host to set limits on hospitality, to determine who is 

considered worthy of hospitality and who can be relegated to a state of “not-being.” This is not 

an examination of a moment of arrival with regard to Hannah. What Noelle’s experience with 

Hannah’s gender transition might be best viewed as is an examination of how hospitality changes 

and responds when the conditionally/unconditionally welcomed other asks difficult questions, 

“shakes up the threatening dogmatism of the paternal logos” (Derrida, 1997/2000, p. 5), and 

challenges the comfortable assumptions of the host. Certainly for Noelle, who admits to not 
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having much interaction with the LGBTQ community, her affection for Hannah in the midst of 

her transition opens up a discomfort or a space of interior alterity, a space that she freely admits 

“she doesn’t know quite what to do with.”  

If Noelle’s grappling with Hannah’s transition is a moment of arrival, perhaps it’s a 

moment of arrival for Noelle herself—a moment where she has to face the otherness within 

herself, account for the sociopolitical responsibilities of her own religious identity and beliefs 

and weigh what violences she is and isn’t willing to enact on her “favorite student.” Further, I 

see Noelle working to consider how language itself might be a violent form of hospitality. We 

might consider here Derrida’s (1997/2001) urge that perhaps unconditional hospitality consists 

of “suspending language, a particular determinate language . . . which herald[s] so many required 

conditions” (p. 135). While Noelle can’t quite suspend language or the conditions of her 

hospitality, she is making moves to reconcile her own ways of being and knowing with 

welcoming the other through linguistic play. Noelle’s unease with using Hannah’s preferred 

pronouns might be balanced by the care with which she crafts a statement of response to 

Hannah’s transition that can be read as supportive as she tries to welcome in Hannah—and the 

otherness of Hannah that she cannot, as an evangelical Christian, unconditionally welcome—

without giving up her place as host of the classroom.  

Mei 

Mei’s religious identity is unique among the participants in several interesting ways—

some of which might be attributed to the discursive figurations that are unique to Chinese-

Christian and Chinese-American-Christian religious traditions, but some of which might also be 

attributed to her personal sense of herself as an “extreme thinker” who is all or nothing when it 

comes to the way she frames herself and the world around her. Evangelism is one of Mei’s all-
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or-nothing propositions, and because her job as a public school teacher limits Mei’s ability to 

evangelize, Mei believes that her identity as a teacher is often in direct conflict with her identity 

as a Christian. Important findings from the portraits of Mei can be summarized as: 

1) Evangelism is a guiding principle for Mei, as a teacher and as a person. Mei’s

practice as a teacher, from the models she writes for students to the financial support she 

offers, are framed by Mei as specifically Christian informed practices.  

2) Mei consistently finds her teacher identity to be damaging to her relationship with

God. Mei centers evangelism as being key to the way that she shows God she loves and 

trusts him. Because Mei cannot view evangelism as anything other than speaking (as 

opposed to the softer evangelism of Mallory and Noelle, which can include just being 

happy or kind), whenever Mei misses an opportunity to evangelize she feels she has lost 

some of God’s trust in her. Additionally, Mei feels anger over the way her public school 

teacher identity has bled into her practice as a Sunday School teacher. 

3) Mei’s beliefs around God’s characteristics deeply influence the way she views her

own interactions with students. Because Mei views God’s love as being as much about 

correction and calling out sin as being about kindness and gentleness, Mei often views 

classroom discipline and student interactions with the same lens. She counts on God’s 

ability to turn all things to good to make interactions where she hurts people’s feelings 

into a powerful evangelical experience, especially if she believes she is just speaking 

God’s truth. This is particularly crystallized thinking around Mei’s beliefs and 

interactions with students around LGBTQ issues. 

Mei is also unique in her own positioning of herself in public school systems. Where both 

Mallory and Noelle often position themselves, from a Derridean hospitality view, as the hosts of 
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their classrooms (including their ability to set the limits of the hospitality they offer to students), 

Mei positions herself as simultaneously a host (to her own students) and as the other (as a 

Christian within a public school system), but an other who perceives herself as not receiving an 

unconditional welcome and is often asked to “speak [a] language, in all the sense of this term, in 

all it's possible extensions” (Derrida, 1997/2000, p. 15) that she cannot, in good conscience, 

within the bounds of her own religious discourses, speak. In short, Mei is very attuned to the 

violences—and the accompanying personal anguish—that are offered to her as a Christian in a 

public school setting, but she is less attuned to the violences that she offers to others in the same 

setting.  

As I worked through how to write a portrait of Mei that is both critical and generous, the 

importance of the poststructural conception of discourse became even more important to the 

study. So yes, Mei can be read as a problematic evangelical teacher, if we choose to read her that 

way (there are instances where I cannot read her any other way, based on my own assumptions 

and ways of being and knowing). But in order to create a complicating and complicated portrait 

of Mei, the discursive figurations that make her ways of being and knowing commonsensical and 

inherently intelligible (to herself and her religious community) have to be explored and 

understood, particularly the discourse around love. Mei enacts specific violences because she 

sees these moments as acts of love—a violent love, a hurtful love, and a shame inducing love—

because that is what her conception of love entails. She is loved by God, and that love often 

causes her to feel shame, to feel hurt, to feel inadequate, to feel rejected. Ultimately, this love 

pushes her to become something different, something that within her discourse is viewed as 

infinitely better and more worthy of love. She can’t imagine (nor does she want to imagine) a 

love for her students that doesn’t encompass these same qualities. Although it seems like an 
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impossibility, Mei’s determination of who is a “being who is not” (Derrida, 1997/2000, p. 5) or a 

being who is excluded from a hospitable welcome is framed by her as an act of love. Refusing 

hospitality for Mei sometimes feels like the only way she can highlight for the other the 

behaviors and actions that are unacceptable within her discourse.  

Mei’s discourse around love and Christian sacrifice make some of her most generous 

moments possible as well, including her loan of thousands of dollars to a student so that he can 

finish his diploma. She gives up her own lunch when students go hungry, and it’s important to 

her that she gives up her lunch instead of sharing snacks she has bought as rewards for the class. 

While it’s important that kids don’t go hungry, it means more if she makes a personal sacrifice—

especially so she might be able to say, “Hey, this is my lunch, but I’m going to give it to you 

because I’ve been given so much through Jesus, and I know he wants me to share that with you.” 

Her willingness to push against the limits of hospitality that educators might offer to students as 

prescribed by her district is possible within her performance of Christian teacher, a performance 

that she is happiest with when she prioritizes her religious beliefs over professional strictures. In 

certain instances (like loaning a student money), Mei’s personal and religious definitions of 

hospitality are broader and perhaps less limited than the public school system’s definition of 

hospitality. However, the bounds of Mei’s welcome to the other often comes attached to a 

commitment by the other to be evangelized, to be addressed by her, to be seen by her and 

welcomed by her as part of an evangelical tradition instead of a tradition of hospitality.  

Mallory 

Like Noelle, Mallory sees the work of teaching as being compatible with a Christian 

worldview. As Mallory has opened herself up to other discursive possibilities around 

womanhood, sex, and gender—largely from a feminist standpoint—she has found her Christian 
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background and identity to be both a source of strength and a place of personal frustration. Some 

of the major themes from Mallory’s portraits include:  

1) Mallory credits her religious identity with many of the interpersonal skills that

make her a responsive and student-centered teacher. She learned in religious spaces what 

it meant to care for kids, to love them, to be patient with them, and to forgive them when 

they make mistakes. She equally learned how to hold kids to high standards of behavior 

and academic excellence from her religious schooling. Mallory attended a church that 

focused on developing leadership qualities, and she has felt well-prepared for the 

leadership roles she has been asked to take on as an early career teacher. All of these are 

qualities that she sees as assets to her classroom identity and that she ties directly to her 

religious identity.  

2) Mallory’s religious identity is in flux and these shifts open up new performances

for her as a teacher. As she shifts her sense of what it means to accept or love, she is 

moving to a classroom practice that reflects her sense that kids should feel loved not just 

be loved.  

3) Although Mallory is actively trying to push against discursive figurations that

insist that women should always be gentle, quiet, and forgiving, that boys will be boys 

and they can’t control their sexual urges—she sometimes finds the sheer work of pushing 

against these discourses exhausting. However, because she has pushed against certain 

discursive formations of her religious identity, other issues that are very anxiety inducing 

for other participants do not seem to affect Mallory as powerfully—for example, she is 

the only participant who identifies herself as LGBTQ-affirming. 
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4) Mallory’s religious upbringing has made her hyper-aware of the standards she is 

being judged by and the ways in which her current performance of teacher might fall 

short of Christian students’ expectations of a fellow Christian. The majority of the 

moments of hesitation that Mallory self-identified were centered around how her 

Christian students felt, how they read her, and what they assumed they knew about her.  

Mallory’s performance of teacher is still deeply influenced by her religious identity, even as she 

has anxiety about her religious identity becoming known to her students. It’s not that she is 

particularly private or doesn’t want students to know things about her, but she feels like they 

might make assumptions about her that she is uncomfortable with, and this discomfort is with 

both religious and non-religious students. For her religious students, she is concerned that they 

will be more critical of her, especially as she talks about things like sex, gender, or social justice 

issues from a more liberal perspective than her evangelical Christian discourse would have made 

possible. Or, alternately, she worries that if she explains that she no longer attends church, they 

will feel like she is uncaring or resentful of their religiously informed ways of being. For her 

non-religious students, she is concerned that they will assume she is judging them from a 

Christian framework. When she shares the name of the private Christian school she went to, she 

worries that students (both religious and non-religious) will assume things about her that are no 

longer true for her. She doesn’t, however, feel it’s appropriate to share her full religious journey 

with students as a public school teacher.  

 From a Derridean hospitality perspective, Mallory is attempting to open up her 

performance of hospitality in the hopes that she can offer unlimited hospitality to all the students 

who are in her class. This is easier in one on one situations, where Mallory can adjust her 

performance of teacher—her language, her way of being, her humor to mirror the particular 
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student in front of her. Hospitality, we might consider, is an act for individuals—a contract of 

welcome and generosity between a host and an other, or at the very least, a group of others who 

arrive together, speak the same language, share the same version of otherness. The limits of 

hospitality may stretch when faced with multiple others with multiple forms of otherness, 

multiple languages, multiple expectations of welcome. And it’s this stretching of the limits of 

hospitality that Derrida is so interested in—the places where historic notions of hospitality break 

down or seem insufficient are the exact places where a new performance of hospitality might 

offer itself up. Mallory’s discomfort then, with her own religious identity, might be read as a 

discomfort with the ways in which her religious identity limits her ability to unconditionally 

welcome the other. It should be noted, though, that she is equally discomforted by the ways in 

which her teacher identity—fairly liberal and progressive—also limits her ability to 

unconditionally welcome an entirely different other. Either way, Mallory is keenly attuned to the 

aporias of hospitality.  

Patterns Across Participants 

There were several themes that carried through multiple participants’ portraits and are 

worth noting here. Teacher practice for multiple participants was influenced by Christian 

conceptions of confession, repentance, and forgiveness and God’s love and sovereignty.  

Confession, Forgiveness and Repentance 

Both Mallory and Noelle made decisions about the way they interacted with students 

based on Christian ideals of confession, repentance, and forgiveness. Mallory’s decision to write 

a letter of support for a student who has sexually assaulted a girl is heavily influenced by the 

student’s confession of wrongdoing and expression of guilt and remorse. Noelle, on the other 

hand, identifies herself as “offering grace” to students who have forgotten their homework if 
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they seem to be upset and contrite. For Mei, confession, repentance, and forgiveness is equally 

important to her sense of classroom practice, but she is also preoccupied with the way that the 

repeated demands of her job make her own repentance process impossible. Since she knows her 

fear of losing her job will cause her to continue to let opportunities to evangelize students pass 

by, she cannot fully repent because she cannot perform the change that true repentance requires 

of her.  

What both of these approaches to repentance and forgiveness indicate, regardless of 

whether the participants have an interior (Mei) or an exterior (Mallory and Noelle) orientation 

towards it, is the importance of confession as a discursive disciplinary practice (Foucault, 

1990/1976). Foucault’s concept of confession is much broader than simply an act of admitting 

wrongdoing, it is in fact, “a disclosure of the self; it is a discourse of identity rather than 

apology” (Tell, 2007, p. 1). Confession, repentance, and the forgiveness that it is tied to exists 

then, as a way of identifying a subject who gets to be a subject. It might be a condition of 

hospitality, a way of distinguishing the being who is from the being who is not. As we consider 

what this makes possible for evangelical teachers in public classroom spaces, we might attend to 

what it might mean when evangelical teachers encounter students who can’t or won’t perform a 

version of confession and repentance that their evangelical teachers recognize as worthy of 

forgiveness. This discursive formation around confession and repentance might mean that 

evangelical teachers who have the goal of showing grace to students predicate that grace on a 

student performance of Christianity.  

God’s Love and God’s Sovereignty 

 Christian conceptions around God’s love and God’s sovereignty were equally important 

to all three participants, and were often talked about as deeply influencing the way participants 
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interacted with students. The goal as a teacher, for all three participants (although Mallory 

shifted between a present/past orientation toward this goal), was explicitly stated as “showing 

forth God’s love.” Individual conceptions of what God’s love entailed determined how 

individuals positioned themselves in the classroom. For Mallory, showing forth God’s love 

meant that students needed to feel loved, enjoyed, and accepted. For Noelle, showing forth God’s 

love meant that students needed to see her as cheerful, patient, and kind. For Mei, showing forth 

God’s love meant that students needed to be sacrificed for, in terms of giving up her own money, 

her time by staying after school with struggling students, and giving up her lunches for students 

who were hungry. 

 The conception around God’s sovereignty matters for all of the participants as well. For 

Mallory and Noelle, the idea that God’s will is wide and He has the ability to turn all things for 

good meant that they were much more content to let moments of evangelism pass by. They 

believed that students would hear the gospel in some other way and that their examples were 

sufficient. Mei’s belief in God’s sovereignty allows her to be very bold in her evangelism—to 

say things that others might take up as harsh or critical—with the knowledge that God could turn 

them to good. 

 All of these conceptions of God’s love and God’s sovereignty make it possible for all 

three teachers to position themselves as hosts in their classrooms, to view themselves as one who 

offers hospitality (a concept which they seemed to loosely equate with the unconditional love of 

God in our focus group discussions) to the other. The limits on this hospitality, since hospitality 

always contains limits, is bounded by each participant’s individual understanding of what God’s 

love is and entails and what God’s sovereignty makes possible.  
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The Portraitist’s Stance—Hospitable Research and Ethical Choices 

A Derridean framework for this research opens opportunities for a reflection of the ways 

in which I, as a researcher, attempted to offer hospitality to the participants of the study and 

worked to make ethical choices about the study by considering responsibility, undecidability and 

urgency. In a very broad sense, this study was my attempt, as a now-liberal, religiously skeptical 

teacher educator to consider how I might welcome in the other in my own research (and 

university teaching), how I might position myself as a host who offers an unlimited welcome 

without ceding self or autonomy, and how I might consider how I, as a researcher might be 

limiting that welcome. Some of this, it should be pointed out, is also a grappling with my own 

past identities or an attempt to make sense of my own past performances of discursive, systemic, 

religiously informed acts of homophobia, transphobia, racism, and misogyny.  

It would be fair to say that I experienced my own moments of hesitation as a researcher. 

The majority of my moments of hesitation mirrored my participants’ moments of hesitation, in 

that I was often considering how my own beliefs about education and the role of teachers was 

sometimes in conflict with the beliefs and practice of the participants. I spent a great deal of time 

considering what I might do with that discomfort as a researcher. I was committed to reading my 

participants generously—in fact, I had built my entire study around this guiding principle of 

hospitality and generosity. But there were certainly times when I found myself feeling less than 

generous and considering the limits of my own hospitality. I worried over the representation of 

these moments in the portraits. This was nowhere more obvious than with issues of gender and 

sexuality in classroom spaces, which I intend to unpack here. 

I’m not interested, particularly, in presenting my process as the right process or in 

claiming an expertise in researcher ethics that would function to conceal the actual difficulty of 
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the research process. Instead, I wish to highlight here some of the choices I made, explaining 

why I made them within the theoretical framework I was using and how I navigated my own 

moments of hesitation.  

 One of the ways in which I centered hospitality with my participants was in my stance as 

an interviewer and as a focus group mediator. I attempted (and it should be noted that I am a 

fairly relational person just in general) to engage each participant as an empathetic and interested 

person. There were times with each participant where we shared genuine human emotion and 

connection. It was just as emotional for me to talk with Noelle about her break up as it was to 

talk to Mei about the anguish she felt about her own spirituality as it was to talk about the truly 

undecidable character reference with Mallory. In the interviews, it felt quite easy to center 

myself in that moment, 32 with that participant, with these emotions—all with the understanding 

that I was committed to a conversation where I “speak to you, I address you, I listen to you” 

(Derrida, 2001, p. 180). Like Mallory, I found hospitality to be fairly easy to offer in individual 

settings and much more complicated when I considered how to be hospitable to multiple others 

simultaneously. What might it mean, then to create a portrait that is hospitable to the subject 

itself but is also hospitable to readers who approach it from a different viewpoint? Have I done 

damage to queer youth by representing the homophobia and transphobia of some participants as 

commonsensical within their discourse? It is not my intention here to cause damage to anyone, 

but instead to open conversations about how these discursive figurations might be opened up to 

new configurations, but Derrida again would remind me that every choice is a violence to 

someone.  

                                                 
32 This stance, it might be pointed out, dovetails nicely with the social skills I learned as a Mormon girl and woman, 

where the comfort of others is far more important than my own discomfort. 
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 When in doubt, I perhaps erred on the side of welcoming in the otherness of the 

participants in front of me. Mallory’s response to being asked to write a character reference 

ultimately centered her responsibility to the student in front of her at that moment, and I found 

myself making similar choices in my representation of the participants. In particular, I 

specifically chose not to describe Mei’s beliefs as homophobic within her portrait, although I 

personally do consider them as homophobic. Some of this was an attempt to portray Mei in a 

way that she would recognize herself (a key aim of portraiture), but it was also a conscious effort 

to offer hospitality, to recognize her as the subject of her own experience, to hear her story 

before telling my own. I also consciously retreated in these moments into a heavier reliance on 

the words of the participant themselves (as with the poetry portrait of Noelle’s response to a 

transitioning student, which is entirely created from her own words) to portray who they were 

and what they were experiencing in those moments. This retreat was intentional, but it does open 

a space for critique in my own performance of hospitality, where I prefer to cede the 

responsibility of the portrait to the hosted instead of maintaining my sovereignty as the host.  

 I remain committed to complex, complicating, and hospitable research in general. As a 

researcher who experienced the aporias inherent in performing hospitality and in making ethical 

decisions throughout this process, I still find that the possibility these impossibilities open up 

attends to important considerations of research ethics and responsibility. In my own performance 

of researcher hospitality, I am still grappling with how I might balance the demands of being a 

generous and critical researcher, especially in terms of the representation of research. 

 Implications of Research 

 These research portraits have implications for several areas of broader educational 

research, including research on teacher training and induction, research on the role of religion in 
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public education, and English Education. When I talk about this research with other teacher 

educators, first, almost always they express a hesitation of their own in the way they interact with 

religious identities in their own teacher training programs, but second, the question is always, 

“So what should we do with them? Do we counsel them out of the profession? Is there a way to 

change their minds about social justice education?” These questions reflect some of the 

assumptions that liberal university educators might have about religious identities, but it is also a 

reflection of the personal experiences that some educators have had with some religious 

preservice teachers--a reflection of a general anxiety that perhaps religious teachers (particularly 

those who identify as evangelical Christian) might not be going into teaching to enact the same 

version of social change that teacher educators have prioritized.  

A clear and universal answer to this question of what we might do with evangelical 

Christian teachers is beyond the scope of this research, but this research does complicate the idea 

that there might be a single, best answer. What these complicating portraits suggest is that 

teacher training and teacher induction approaches should be highly contextualized and consider 

individual dispositions for equity. Of these three teachers, all three identify themselves as 

attending to diversity, teaching for social justice and equality (especially when that is defined in 

terms of race and ethnicity—Mei and Noelle are less attentive to gender and sexual difference), 

but they equally see their teaching as a form of evangelism and a project of conversion. Although 

there is a broader pattern here of education as evangelism, there is also a great deal of individual 

difference in the practice of each teacher, as each teacher picks up and enacts religious 

conceptions that frame their teacher identity and practice in different ways.  

What this research challenges within the fields of teacher training, teacher induction, and 

religion and education is an assumption that teachers can ever shed their religious identities at 
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the schoolhouse door. Assumptions of religious neutrality help no one—it leaves teachers feeling 

as though they have to navigate their identity as a religious teacher on their own (Ahn, Hinson & 

Teets, 2016) with very little guidance beyond, “Just don’t talk about it.” And while there are 

evangelical Christians like Mei who are actively committed to verbally evangelizing in public 

classrooms, this research suggests that there is far more to the religious identities of teachers than 

what they say in classrooms. The evangelical Christians in this study tied their religious identity 

to their purpose for teaching, their concept of what it means to be a teacher, their concept of 

students, and the way they approached classroom discipline.  

Mei’s portrait, particularly her deep unhappiness with who she is becoming as a result of 

public school teaching, might open up new possibilities for important discussions within teacher 

education programs. I couldn’t help but think how much it might have helped Mei to have a 

frank and open conversation with an advisor or an instructor who was honest about the ways in 

which Mei might find teaching to be an unsatisfactory profession as a Christian who is 

committed to evangelism everywhere and in every thing. This kind of conversation, where a 

concern for Mei’s personal fulfillment and spiritual health is the central focus, might have 

enabled Mei to make different decisions about the teaching profession based on her own 

“spiritual walk”—which Mei prioritizes over some of the other arguments teacher educators 

might make to dissuade her from teaching. It is impossible to know what Mei’s response to that 

would have been, but her disillusionment with public school teaching suggests that she 

envisioned her performance of teacher as vastly different than what she feels able to perform 

within her classroom. More honest and frank conversations about what teaching with an 

evangelical Christian identity might and might not look like would, in my opinion, be helpful for 

evangelical preservice teachers. 
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While teacher training has often focused on practice-based skills (classroom 

management, instructional strategies, assessment strategies, etc.) and teacher induction has 

focused on providing expert mentors to extend this practical professional knowledge,33 this 

research highlights the importance of engaging all teachers with theoretical approaches that 

might allow them to consider their own conceptions of educational hospitality and their own 

identities. More specifically, attending to theoretical approaches allows teachers to consider (as 

Derrida invites them to consider),if the current commitments to hospitality—with all its limits 

and exclusions—is the version of hospitality that education broadly speaking, and individual 

teachers more narrowly speaking, are committed to enacting in their own classrooms. Derrida 

(1997/2001) would likely agree, but on an even larger scale, since one of his more practical 

projects was advocating for the inclusion of a mandatory year of philosophy in French secondary 

schools,34 a move that he felt would open up discourses to new interpretations of the 

responsibility owed to other humans, particularly within his deconstruction of hospitality and 

cosmopolitanism. In short, Derrida believed that exposure and explorations within theory 

allowed for a deconstruction of the other, an improvement of the concept of the subject (Derrida, 

2001) and a more nuanced and generous welcoming in of the other. 

Particular to the field of English Education, all three participants talked about how their 

choice to teach language arts over another topic was driven by their perception that language arts 

classrooms allowed them to talk about real issues, to interact more personally and build stronger 

relationships with students as they responded to and with literature. This is an important link, 

since all of the participants also viewed their role as a teacher to be tied to evangelism, whether it 

33 I do not mean to argue that teachers do not need practical professional knowledge. I believe practical know-how to 

be is a vital and important part of learning to be a teacher. I suggest here simply that practical know-how that is 

theoretically unexamined might be insufficient. 
34 The equivalent to the high school in the United States. 
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was a soft evangelism of showing a loving and caring example or a more direct evangelism of 

speaking out about their own faith. The very nature of language arts classrooms were most 

appealing to these participants because the content of language arts classrooms makes the kinds 

of relationships and discussions possible that effective evangelism requires.  

Additionally, the findings of this research might suggest one possible reason that teachers 

are resistant to challenging the overwhelming inclusion of canonical texts that center the white, 

Christian, Eurocentric way of being, even while they view themselves as educators who are 

working for equity. Part of this, as participants reflected within this study, is the emphasis on 

authoritative texts within their religious tradition—a way of viewing literacy and reading that 

may cause them to choose books that have been imbued with a certain amount of authority 

within the larger cultural discourse. But what was more striking to me, particularly in Mallory’s 

narrative, was that Mallory chooses to teach The Great Gatsby because through her own reading 

of it with a religious identity, it has become a sacred text to her, and she wants her students to 

experience a similarly powerful literary experience, although she stops short of framing her 

students’ reading the book in her classroom as an explicitly religious experience. She recounts, 

as a young teenager reading the story herself for the first time, writing journals tying the story’s 

narrative to her spiritual understanding of the Bible, and noting how she found God within the 

text. Although there are other places in the curriculum where she is willing to include diverse 

texts and various voices, she continues to position The Great Gatsby as a defining feature of her 

American literature course, largely because of her own reverence for the text.  

Limitations and Affordances of this Study 

 I chose to use portraiture as the methodology of this study to attend to the goodness of 

these evangelical Christian participants (particularly according to their own definition of 
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goodness) as they navigate their classroom spaces. This decision insisted that I attended not only 

to data collection and analysis, but also to representation of the data—particularly to how I might 

write my findings in a way that makes the data accessible to a public beyond fellow educational 

researchers. The use of portraiture also meant that I was more visible in the write up of the 

research in ways that other methodologies and traditional research reports have often attempted 

to obscure. I consider these aspects of portraiture, which allow for a more complicated and 

complicating portrayal of evangelical Christian teachers, to be affordances of this study.  

On the flip side of this, there were moments where my portraiture-centered stance toward 

my participants—a stance that committed me to a generous reading of their beliefs and practices 

and which I purposefully selected to keep me from sensationalizing or decontextualizing their 

responses—occasionally forced me to draw back and pull myself back from fully expressing my 

own reaction to these beliefs and practices. Although I tried to balance my commitment to 

present the participants as members of a discourse where their beliefs and practices were 

commonsensical and logical with my commitment to consider how the participants’ religious 

discourses might conflict or at least chafe against the larger educational discourse in which they 

worked, the portraitist’s stance remains a point of concern for this study. It is enough, perhaps, to 

point out that my attempt to present a participant like Mei as a product of a discourse that creates 

her stance toward LGBTQ-youth, gender, masculinity, and feminism as reasonable within that 

discourse might have worked to erase from the presented portrait my own deep unease with such 

a discourse. While I did not wish to portray her as “crazy” or “ignorant,” a different theoretical 

and methodological approach might have allowed me to more critically engage with some of her 

more problematic stances. As it is, I have left some of that work to the reader themselves to 

interpret and evaluate, which is compatible with the aims of portraiture. 
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Another affordance (or limitation, depending on perspective) of a portraiture study like 

this one is that multiple readings of the same portrait are possible. The reader is equally invited 

to make meaning of the portraits, to read the portrait as both a research report and a literary 

piece, to engage with the author’s imagery, symbols, and word choice. There are pieces of the 

representations of these participants that seem contradictory, that stand in contrast to something 

they themselves said in a different situation, on a different page, in a different paragraph. One of 

the affordances of portraiture (and one that post- constructions of reading and literacy supports) 

is a positioning of the reader as someone who has to work to make meaning. As such, I did not 

feel obligated to explain the significance of every single phrase. In fact, I have purposefully left 

some of these details and word choices to stand alone in order to honor the ambiguity of 

interpretation that portraits and other aesthetic representations always, by nature, open up to their 

audiences. 

I attempted to attend to diversity in research sites and research participants for this study, 

and although there is only a limited amount of diversity that is possible within a small participant 

pool like this one, I found the variety of experiences and backgrounds (religiously and 

demographically) to be an affordance of this attention to difference within the participant pool. 

However, I did also limit certain variables, selecting participants who graduated from the same 

teacher preparation program and are teaching in the same school district. Although I did not 

theorize and purposefully select only teachers who identify as female, all of the participants 

identify as women. A limitation of this study might be that the gendered experiences of the 

participants was not adequately attended to within the study itself.  

Although I collected data from various sources—interviews, Flipgrid reflections, 

classroom artifacts, and focus groups—this study would have been much different if I had 
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included observations of the teachers in their classroom settings and examined their interactions 

with students. Since it was not possible to obtain permission from the school district in which the 

participants teach to observe for an extended period of time, this study relied on the participants’ 

self-awareness of their own moments of hesitation. In many ways this particular limitation 

focused this study as an examination of teachers’ own perceptions of their religious identities as 

evangelical Christians and moments of hesitation about these identities within their classrooms.  

Future Research 

 Research that attends to the religious identities of teachers in public school settings in the 

United States is a small but growing field of inquiry. As such, almost any research on the topic 

would be a welcome addition to a fairly sparse body of existing research. However, this 

particular study led me to several other pertinent questions that would be fruitful ground for 

future research. Although I learned a great deal about my participants, I found that I still have 

many questions and more to learn about this topic.  

 First, as an English education teacher educator, I remain curious about how the religious 

literacy practices of evangelical Christian teachers might influence the literacy practices that they 

instruct and encourage their students to practice. This topic is loosely touched upon with regard 

to youth religious literacy practices in out of school spaces (Rackley, 2014) and with 

adult/teacher literacy practices in religious spaces where adults are instructing children using the 

Bible (Juzwik, 2014), but an examination of the ways that teachers’ religious literacy practice 

might influence broader public school literacy practice would be an important contribution to 

literacy research. 

 Additionally, I see space for additional research that avoids framing religious identities 

from a deficit or shaming perspective. Research that invites complicated inquiry and attempts to 
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portray multiple aspects of both religious and teacher identity and the way these identities shape 

and construct students and teachers in public education classroom spaces would be a welcome 

addition to a field that is largely saturated by studies that position religious belief as nonsensical 

or stupid. I do not mean to imply that research into religion and education should ignore the 

problematic aspects of certain performances of religious teacher or student. However, the kind of 

handwringing that accompanies pieces where researchers position themselves as enlightened 

beings forced to deal with religious ignoramuses is unhelpful in moving the dialogue about what 

we might do with the religious identities and discursive figurations that are always and already 

arriving in public school classrooms.  

Further, I became very aware during my study that much of what my evangelical 

participants were talking about as their performance of Christianity within their classrooms was 

actually perhaps best characterized as a highly gendered performance of Christian womanhood 

(for example, a performance of cheerfulness, kindness, and patience was valued over a 

performance of intelligence, authority, or expertise). There would be value in considering the 

ways that gender expectations within Christianity might change the way that evangelical teachers 

choose to evangelize, interact with students, etc., depending on gender. 
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APPENDIX A 

EMPIRICAL STUDIES SUMMARY (Participants and Method) 

Citation 

Participants (Geography, 

field of teaching export) Method/Methodology 

Marks, M. J., Binkley, 

R., & Daly, J. K. (2014). 

Preservice teachers and 

religion: Serious gaps in 

religious knowledge and 

the first amendment. The 

Social Studies,105, 245-

256. 

3 universities—1 public 

university in a small town, one 

small private Catholic 

university, one large public in 

the "Bible Belt"—the majority 

of students identify as white 

and Catholic or Protestant; 
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enrolled in social studies 

methods or multicultural 

education courses 

Survey questions from Pew Forum on 
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choice questions and 14 open-ended 

short responses. Asks about 

knowledge of religious traditions, 
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Buddhism, Christianity (Catholicism, 
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Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism. Also, 

questions about First Amendment's 

reference to religion and the 

application in school. 

Ahn, J., Hinson, D. W., 

& Teets, S. T. (2016). 
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integrating faith into 

their professional lives: 

A cross-cultural glimpse. 

AILACTE Journal, 13, 

41-57.

Participants—31 American 

teachers who had graduated 

from a liberal arts university 

with a faith tradition; 36 PSTs 

from the same institution; 33 

Korean teachers who 

participated in a professional 

development seminar 

sponsored by a Christian 

teacher association. 

Surveys—Four open questions about 

ethical/moral dilemmas, the resources 

available to resolve them, and the 

effectiveness of their teacher 

education programs in preparing 

them for dealing with the dilemmas. 

Ten closed response items (Likert 

scale) about how they used their faith 

in the resolution of moral/ethical 

dilemmas. 

Dedeoglu, H. & Lamme, 

L. L. (2011). Selected

demographics, attitudes,

and beliefs about

diversity of preservice

teachers. Education and

Urban Society, 43(4),

468-485.

Surveys collected from 12 

sections of Children's 

Literature classes—83% 

White, 17% were non-White; 

54% were Protestant, 22% 

were Catholic, 9% were 

Jewish, 2% were Other, and 

13% did not choose a religion. 

Undisclosed geography. 

Quantitative analysis of surveys 

(Personal and Professional Beliefs 

about Diversity Scale developed by 

Pohan and Aguilar). 25-item survey 

measures diversity with respect to a) 

race/ethnicity, b) gender, c) social 

class, d) sexual orientation, e) 

disabilities, f) language, and g) 

religion. RQ: Can participating in a 

children's literature class focused on 

diversity, taught from a multicultural 

viewpoint change student 

perspectives? 
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Huerta, G. & Flemmer, 

L. (2005). Identity, 

beliefs and community: 

LDS (Mormon) pre-

service secondary teacher 

views about diversity. 

Intercultural Education, 

16(1), 1-14. 

Six LDS, secondary preservice 

female teachers. Study took 

place in Utah (Wasatch Front) 

Multiple case study model; Class 

observations, essays, curriculum 

artifacts, and unsolicited class 

comments were basis of case study 

selection; PSTs were asked to 

participate after the course was 

finished. Data was made up of direct 

observation field notes, documents 

like journal entries and class 

assignments, and interview 

transcriptions. 

Anderson, D., Mathys, 

H., & Cook, T. (2015). 

Religious beliefs, 

knowledge, and teaching 

actions: Elementary 

teacher candidates and 

world religions. Religion 

& Education, 42(3), 268-

288. 

22 undergraduate elementary 

PSTs, from an appx.9,000-

student public university in the 

upper-Midwest. PSTs were 

predominantly caucasian, 

female, and in their early to 

mid 20s. Roughly half of the 

surrounding community is 

Protestant, the other half is 

Catholic. (No precise 

demographics of student's 

religious affiliations.) 

PSTs were given a survey on 

Religious Knowledge, and a survey 

that measures strengths of religious 

faith and engagement. In groups of 

four, PSTs planned a week-long unit 

on world religions, with each PST 

responsible for planning and teaching 

one full class period solo. Interviews 

with each PST (30-45 mins.) took 

place before the field experience, and 

PSTs were observed teaching. Lesson 

plans were a part of the data set. PSTs 

were asked to submit their reflections 

and retook the original surveys. The 

PSTs were again interviewed. 

Focused coding, mixed methods, qual 

data to explain the quant findings. 

Journell, W. (2011). 

Teachers' controversial 

issue decisions related to 

race, gender, and religion 

during the 2008 

presidential election. 

Theory and Research in 

Social Education, 39(3), 

348-392. 

Six high school government 

classes in Southwest Chicago 

(three at an urban public 

school, one at a rural public 

school, and two at a private 

Catholic school)--five White 

teachers, one Black teacher—

the urban school was diverse, 

leaned Democratic, the other 

schools were less diverse, and 

the Catholic school leaned 

Republican. 

Multiple case study—field notes and 

observations as a "participant- 

observer" in each class, classroom 

artifacts and semi-structured 

interviews with each teacher and 

several students from each class. 
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White, K. R. (2014). 

Community, forgiveness, 

and the golden rule: The 

impact of teachers' 

religious identities on 

classroom management 

structures. Religion & 

Education, 41, 63-79. 

6 elementary-level teachers 

who had taught for at least 

five years. Medium sized mid-

western city. 3 Christian and 3 

Jewish teachers, with a range 

of conservative to liberal in 

belief within each religion. 

Collective case study—life history 

interviews and classroom 

observations, over a period of 8 

months (June-January). Five 2-hour 

interviews with each participant. 

Artifact analysis (lesson plans, parent 

newsletters), field notes, interview 

data. Six-step, comparative analysis. 

Blumenfeld, W. J. & 

Jaekel, K. (2012). 

Exploring levels of 

Christian privilege 

awareness among 

preservice teachers. 

Journal of Social Issues, 

(68)1, 128-144. 

27 White Christian 

undergraduate students (23 

females; 4 males) in a public 

Midwestern university 11 non-

denominational Christians, 4 

Methodists, 3 Baptists, 7 

Catholics, 1 Latter-day Saint, 

and 1 Disciple of Christ 

Grounded qualitative exploratory and 

descriptive methodology. Survey, but 

short response answers. 

Bruce, R. T. & Bailey, B. 

(2014). Religious issues 

in English education: An 

examination of the field. 

Religion & Education, 

41, 310-328. 

Document analysis of material 

related to 1) the teaching and 

learning of English, 2) the 

preparation and support of 

teachers of English, and 3) 

systematic inquiry into the 

teaching and learning of 

English. (Textbooks and state 

standards for #1; curricular 

requirements of 30 teaching 

programs certified by NCTE, 

practitioner journal articles for 

#2; articles from RTE, English 

Education and practitioner 

journals for #3.) 

Qualitative content analysis; patterns 

and themes were identified; themes 

guide the description of data and are 

used to draw inferences about the 

larger field of EE. Analytic 

categories: Religious literacy 

purpose; Religious concerns related 

to personal development; Religious 

Aspects of Multiculturalism; 

Religious issues related to improved 

civic engagement. 

Juzwik, M. M. & 

McKenzie, C. (2015). 

Writing, religious faith, 

and rooted cosmopolitan 

dialogue: Portraits of two 

American evangelical 

men in a public school 

classroom. Written 

Communication 32(2), 

121-149. 

One male teacher--Sam (late 

30s, self-identified 

evangelical) and one male 

student—Charlie (senior in a 

12th grade AP English class, 

self-identified non-

denominational evangelical) in 

a midwestern high school. 

Data was gathered from classroom 

observations of "This I Believe" unit, 

90 minute formal interview between 

Sam and Mary, and 30-90 minute 

interviews with Cori and nine 

students. 11 classroom observations, 

video recordings of observation, and 

field notes. Copies of student writing 

as well. Primary data for analysis 

were unit curriculum plan, 

observational field notes, and 

transcribed interviews. Used 

portraiture methods to analyze the 
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data for narrative themes, symbols, 

and patterns. 

White, K. R. (2010). 

Asking sacred questions: 

Understanding religion's 

impact on teacher belief 

and action. Religion & 

Education, 37(1), 40-59. 

6 elementary-level teachers 

who had taught for at least 

five years. Medium sized mid-

western city. 3 Christian and 3 

Jewish teachers, with a range 

of conservative to liberal in 

belief within each religion. 

Collective case study—life history 

interviews and classroom 

observations, over a period of 8 

months (June-January). Five 2-hour 

interviews with each participant. 

Artifact analysis (lesson plans, parent 

newsletters), field notes, interview 

data. Six-step, comparative analysis. 

Hartwick, J. M. (2015). 

Public school teachers' 

beliefs in and 

conceptions of God: 

What teachers believe 

and why it matters. 

Religion & Education, 

42, 122-146. 

317 randomly sampled 

Wisconsin public school 

teachers. 

Using a statewide list of public 

school teachers from the Department 

of Public Instruction, 1,000 teachers 

were sent surveys—a teacher 

spiritual/religious (TSR) survey. 36% 

response rate. Final sample resembles 

state and national data with regard to 

teachers' demographic and 

professional characteristics. Included 

significant proportions of Lutherans 

and Catholics. Analyzed with 

descriptive statistics (frequency 

counts, graphic representations, t-

tests, chi-square analysis and one-

way ANOVA procedures). 

Subedi, B. (2006). 

Preservice teachers' 

beliefs and practices: 

Religion and religious 

diversity. Equity & 

Excellence in Education, 

39, 227-238. 

Midwestern medium-sized 

city. Over two years, 50 early 

childhood preservice teachers 

enrolled in graduate level 

courses in a teacher education 

program. All participants were 

white females. Data collected 

was from written reflections 

on how their beliefs and 

knowledge influenced their 

teaching and interaction with 

diverse learners during field 

Grounded theory and used constant 

comparison methods to locate 

emergent themes across the data. 

Utilized interpretive framework to 

trace the ways teachers translated 

their beliefs, experiences, and 

practices. 
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experiences. Participants also 

wrote a cultural 

autobiography. Interviews 

with nine white female 

students; observations of field 

experiences. 
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APPENDIX B 

SAMPLE CONSENT FORM 

CONSENT FORM 

 
Researcher’s Statement 
We are asking you to take part in a research study.  Before you decide to participate in this study, it 
is important that you understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. This form 
is designed to give you the information about the study so you can decide whether to be in the 
study or not.  Please take the time to read the following information carefully.  Please ask the 
researcher if there is anything that is not clear or if you need more information.  When all your 
questions have been answered, you can decide if you want to be in the study or not.  This process is 
called “informed consent.”  A copy of this form will be given to you.  You must be 18 years of age or 
older to participate 
 
Principal Investigator: Kevin Burke 
    Department of Language and Literacy Education 
    Email: burkekq@gmail.com 

 
Co-Researcher:  Heidi Hadley 
    Department of Language and Literacy Education 
    Email: hadleyheidi76@gmail.com 
 
Purpose of the Study 
The goal of this study is to examine new teachers’ experiences navigating religious beliefs with the 
demands of teaching in public school secondary schools. I hope to evaluate the way that preservice 
teachers think about their own teacher identities and how their religious beliefs influence 
classroom practice, conceptions of care, and teacher identity formation. You are being asked to 
participate in this study because of your identification as a new teacher (in your first three years of 
teaching) and a Christian. 
 
Study Procedures 
If you agree to participate, you will be asked to… 

• Participate in three or four interviews with a researcher 

• Participate in two focus groups (one at the beginning of data collection; one at the end) 
• Complete several reflections related to your teaching via Flipgrid or a blog and share them 

with the ressearcher 
• Allow researcher to audio record interviews and focus groups featuring you  
• Allow researcher to observe your teaching for a period of 7-10 school days 

 
Risks and discomforts 
During this research, you may experience embarrassment or discomfort when sharing information 
about your beliefs, experiences, and knowledge in relation to your religious beliefs, your classroom 
practice, and your teacher identity.  If a topic of discussion becomes too uncomfortable, you may 
ask to discontinue participation in a part or all of the study.  In addition, if a topic cannot or should 
not be discussed for professional reasons, you will not be asked to disclose that information.   
 

 

mailto:hadleyheidi76@gmail.com
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Benefits 
• As a participant in this research, you will have the chance to reflect on your own beliefs and 

classroom practice. Such reflection can be beneficial for the development of your identity as 
a teacher and may also inform future interactions you have with other teachers, peers, 
students, and community members. 

• Your contribution to this study may also help educators and teacher educators understand 
the ways that teacher identity influences classroom practice, which may have implications 
for teacher training programs, school professional development, and teacher support 
programs. 

 
Incentives for participation 
Participants will receive a $100 Amazon gift card for being in the study.  
 
Audio/Video Recording 
Individual and small group interviews will be recorded on wave files using a digital recording 
medium, and will be stored on Heidi Hadley’s personal computer, which requires a password to 
enter. These wave files will be converted to Word documents and the transcriptions will also be 
stored on a password-protected computer.  I will use these recordings and transcriptions for 
analysis.  

Privacy/Confidentiality  
If you choose to communicate with the researcher via email, there is a limit to the confidentiality 
that can be guaranteed due to the technology itself. While the researcher may ensure the 
confidentiality of a participant by utilizing standard procedures (pseudonyms, etc.) when the 
researcher writes up the final research product, the researcher cannot ensure confidentiality 
during the actual Internet communication procedure.  Similarly, there may be limits to 
confidentiality for those interviews conducted over Skype due to the technology being used and the 
Internet protocol associated with Skype.  There is no guarantee regarding interception by any third 
parties.  The data collected from this study will include information that identifies you indirectly. 
Your privacy will be protected through the use of coding, and confidentiality will be maintained by 
using pseudonyms.  Researchers will not release identifiable results of the study to anyone other 
than individuals working on the project without your written consent unless required by law. 
 
Taking part is voluntary 
Your involvement in the study is voluntary, and you may choose not to participate or to stop at any 
time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.   
 
If you decide to withdraw from the study, the information that can be identified as yours will be 
kept as part of the study and may continue to be analyzed, unless you make a written request to 
remove, return, or destroy the information.   
 
If you have questions 
The main researcher conducting this study is Kevin Burke, a professor at The University of 
Georgia.  Please ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Kevin 
Burke at burkekq@gmail.edu.  If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a 
research participant in this study, you may contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
Chairperson at 706.542.3199 or irb@uga.edu.  
 
Research Subject’s Consent to Participate in Research: 
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To voluntarily agree to take part in this study, you must initial all that apply and sign on the line 
below.  Your signature below indicates that you have read or had read to you this entire consent 
form, and have had all of your questions answered. 

(Initial one) 

__________ I consent to participate in the study. 

__________ I do not consent to participate in the study. 

_____________________________________ _____________________________________ ______________________ 
Name of Researcher  Signature Date 

_____________________________________ _____________________________________ ______________________ 
Name of Participant Signature Date 

Please sign both copies, keep one and return one to the researcher. 
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APPENDIX C 

DATA COLLECTION 

Data Collected Date Location Participant (s) Duration 

Focus Group 12/5/18 Coffee Shop Mei, Mallory, 

Noelle 0:50:52 

Focus Group 2/28/18 

Coffee Shop Mei, Mallory, 

Noelle 1:21:11 

Mallory 

Flash Interview 11/16/18 NCTE—Coffee 

Shop 

Mallory 

10:00 

Pilot Study Interview Spring 

2016 

My Office 

Flipgrid 1A & 1B 7:13 

Interview 1—Religious Belief 1/9/19 Mallory's 

Classroom 

Mallory 

1:26:56 

Flipgrid 2 1/16/19 Mallory's 

Bedroom 

Mallory 

4:38 

Flipgrid 3 1/22/19 Mallory's 

Bedroom 

Mallory 

4:19 

Interview 2—Reviewing 

Incidences 

1/24/19 Mallory's 

Classroom 

Mallory 57:58:00 

Pictures of Classroom 1/9/19 Mallory's 

Classroom 

Mallory 

13 Photos 

Flipgrid 4 2/4/19 Mallory's 

Classroom 

Mallory 

3:45 

Interview 3—Teacher Practice 2/6/19 Mallory's 

Classroom 

Mallory 44:79 (total 

of 2) 

Mei 

Pilot Study Interview Spring 

2015 

My Office Mei 

Blog Entry (To Pass or Not to 

Pass) 1/7/19 Mei 

Interview 1—Religious Belief 1/11/19 

Mei's 

Classroom Mei 1:15:46 

Interview 2—Reviewing 

Incidences 1/25/19 

Mei's 

Classroom Mei 1:01:36 
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Pictures of Classroom 1/9/19 Mei's 

Classroom 

Mei 

13 Photos 

Interview 3—Teacher  Practice 2/8/19 

Mei's 

Classroom Mei 1:05:11 

Blog Entry (To Check Her 

Christian Privilege at the Door) 2/11/19 Mei 

Noelle 

Pilot Study Interview 12/17/18 Noelle's 

Classroom 

Noelle 

0:47:57 

Flipgrid 1 1/8/19 

Noelle's 

Classroom Noelle 4:10 

Interview 1—Religious Belief 

1/11/19 

Noelle's 

Classroom Noelle 0:55:14 

Flipgrid 2 1/16/19 Noelle's House Noelle 5:00 

Interview 2—Reviewing 

Incidences 2/5/19 

Noelle's 

Classroom Noelle 0:42:52 

Pictures of Classroom 12/17/18 

Noelle's 

Classroom Noelle 6 Photos 

Flipgrid 3 2/5/19 

Noelle's 

Clasroom Noelle 4:34 

Interview 3—Classroom  Practice 2/13/19 Noelle's 

Classroom 

Noelle 34:19:00 
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APPENDIX D 

FOCUS GROUP AND INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Focus Group One—Introduce “Moments of Hesitation” terminology; discuss Derridean ethics; 

initial exploration of moments of hesitation 

What are some of your experiences, that you’d be willing to share with the group, from your 

teaching so far that would fit the definition of a moment of hesitation? 

What tensions are you aware of between your identity as a Christian and your identity as a 

teacher? 

Where do you experience these tensions? 

When do you experience these tensions? 

Why do you experience these tensions? 

Interview One—Religious background and current belief 

What denomination did you grow up in? Do you still identify with that denomination? 

What are the characteristics of that denomination? 

Would you use the term evangelical to describe yourself? Why/why not? 

Would you use the term fundamentalist to describe yourself? Why/why not? 

Would you use the term charismatic to describe your church? Why/why not? 

What are your beliefs about God? Who is God? What are the characteristics of God? 

What is your conception about God’s will and free choice? 

What is your conception of God’s love? 

What were you taught it means to show God’s love? What does that look like? (As a teacher?) 

What do you believe is your responsibility as a Christian in this life? 

How do you manifest that responsibility? 

In your church, how should children act around adults? What is the conception of adult 

authority? 

What is the responsibility of adults to children and teens in your church? 

What is your conception of grace? (As a teacher?) 

What is the role of women in your church? 

What are your conceptions of heaven/hell? 

Can you define sin for me? What is sin? What happens when you sin? How do you avoid or 

overcome sin? 

Do you believe you can live a perfect life? Why/why not? 

Do you feel like you struggle with perfectionism? Why or why not? Is that tied in any way to 

your upbringing? 

What does it mean to follow Christ’s example as a teacher? 

Who was Christ as a teacher? What does his example of teaching mean for you as a teacher? 

Did you feel called to teaching? When? 

What did that calling look/feel like?  

Do you see the work of an ELA teacher as manifesting God’s will? In what ways? Why/why 

not? 
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Interview Two—Reviewing moments of hesitation (For this interview, I brought summary of 

the moments of hesitation that each participant had talked about in their blog or Flipgrid 

reflections and asked them to unpack each moment of hesitation using Derrida’s identification of 

the aporias of ethical decision making—for this sample, I use the summary from my second 

interview with Noelle Andrews.) 

 

Questions for each moment of hesitation: 

What’s the context of this decision? What made it a difficult choice? What tensions were you 

feeling in that moment?  

What was the pull of the tensions? Like, who were you aware that you were being responsible or 

irresponsible to in that moment? Was your own comfort an issue in that moment? 

What did you decide to do? How did you deal with it? What was the outcome? How did you feel 

about your decision? 

 

Noelle’s moments of hesitation to unpack: 

A Long Walk to Water “moment of hesitation” talking about a real character, “Why do you think 

he kept going?” “Well, religion . . .” 

Feeling the need to be perfect in order to be an example of Christ to students (especially as 

you’re going through hard personal times) “be a cheery teacher” had a conversation where you 

were able to say that you had a larger perspective on life “worried it makes me come across as 

fake” “Kids don’t know what to do with that and sometimes I don’t either”  

Hannah’s transition 

 

Interview Three—Teacher beliefs and practice 

 

Can you tell me what kind of student you are most drawn to or connect most easily with?  

Can you tell me what kind of student you most struggle to connect with? 

How would a student know that you really connect with them or care for them? 

How would a student know that you are struggling to connect with them? 

What is your definition of a good teacher? 

What is your definition of good instruction? 

What is your definition of good assessment? 

What is your definition of a good student? 

Has teaching been what you thought it would be? What has surprised you for better? What has 

surprised you for worse? How do you navigate that mismatch between expectation and reality? 

Can you tell me about a time when you had a disciplinary exchange or a corrective interaction 

with a student that you’re proud of the way that you handled it? What happened? Why are you 

proud of the way you handled it? What values of yours as a teacher does it reflect? Why are 

those values important to you? 

Can you tell me about a time when you had a disciplinary exchange or a corrective interaction 

with a student that you regret? What happened? Why do you regret the way you handled it? 

What values of yours did you not attend to? 

Can you tell me about a lesson plan or a unit that you created this year that you are most proud 

of? What values of yours does it attend to? 

Can you tell me about a lesson plan or unit that you felt was less successful? What didn’t you 

like about it? How would you change it in the future?  
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Can you tell me about an assessment (either formative or summative) that you created that 

reflects your values as a teacher?  

Can you tell me about an assessment that your kids experience (either formative or summative 

and it doesn’t HAVE to be created by you) that DOESN’T reflect your values as a teacher?  

 

Focus Group 2—Group debrief of common moments of hesitation and interview experience 

 

Have you found any benefits to having participated in this study? 

Have there been any drawbacks to having participated in this study? 

What moments of hesitation are you more aware of now that you have completed this research? 

How do you think your religious identity is affecting your classroom practice? 

Is there any moment of hesitation that you would like to debrief with the group? 

 

Pilot Study Interview—Experience in teacher preparation program (Mallory and Mei were 

interviewed during the semester before they graduated from college; Noelle was interviewed 

shortly before the onset of this study) 

 

Can you share a little bit about your religious background? 

In what ways have your beliefs been supported, challenged, or ignored by your peers in your 

teacher preparation program? 

In what ways have your beliefs been supported, challenged, or ignored by your instructors in 

your teacher preparation program? 

In what ways have your beliefs been supported, challenged, or ignored by the curriculum of the 

courses in your teacher preparation program? 
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APPENDIX E 

SAMPLE RESEARCH MEMO 

January 10, 2019 

So I just finished my interview with Mallory about her religious beliefs (her childhood and her 

present beliefs), and I’ve been trying to figure out what the overarching metaphor that I might 

use for her could be. In her classroom, there are two strands of artifacts that tie into discussions 

we’ve had that I think could be a possibility: 

First: The Great Gatsby is a huge impact on Mallory. She recalls reading it as a spiritual 

experience, where she would write in her journal about what she was learning about God and 

humankind by reading it. Also, she has the Eyes of TJ Eckleburg as an art piece in one of the 

windows of her classroom. It could be very interesting to frame Mallory’s identities as a teacher 

as different characters or symbols from The Great Gatsby—for sure the eyes would be a great 

piece about her own anxiety about being perfect. 

But, and I think this is the way that I’m leaning right now—I’m also very interested in her own 

claiming of the symbol “&” as an important life symbol, linking her closely with her sister, 

encouraging her to think about what is next, her relationships with her own most influential 

teachers and her own relationship to students (particularly in relationship to discipline with 

students, where she is constantly encouraging them to link present actions to future goals) Also, 

she has TWO & symbols displayed in her classroom, and has & tattooed on her wrist. That 

seems like very fruitful ground to cover, especially as she is trying to do something different and 

push against some of those religious discourses. 




