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PHOTO-ELICITATION/PHOTOVOICE INTERVIEWS  
TO STUDY MATHEMATICS TEACHER IDENTITY 

Theodore Chao 
+arvard University 
tchao#Xte[as.edX 

How do mathematics teachers think of themselves? The construct of identity—how teachers see 
themselves—is an important and understudied construct in understanding mathematics teaching. This 
study investigates the use of Photo-Elicitation/Photovoice Interviews with six high school Algebra I 
teachers. Each teacher captured or chose photographs of their “world,” then presented them during a 
formal interview. Through stories elicited in this process, mathematics teacher revealed personal/private 
identities they often covered up with their professional identity. These mathematics teacher identities fell 
along a professional learning continuum with a conservative identity on one end and radical 
multiculturalist identity on the other end. 

.eyZords� 7eacher (dXcation±,nservice�Professional Development� 7eacher .noZledge� 7eacher %eliefs 
(TXity and Diversity 

Objective of the Research Study 

2ver the last several decades, mathematics edXcational researchers bXilt a sXbstantial body of ZorN 
e[ploring hoZ to sXpport mathematics teachers. SpXrred by ShXlman �1987�, researchers have focXsed on 
teacher¶s professional NnoZledge of mathematics �+ill et al., 2007�, their beliefs aboXt hoZ mathematics is 
learned �Philipp, 2007�, and their dispositions toZards mathematics �1ational 5esearch CoXncil, 2001�, 
among other things. +oZever, ShXlman also Zarned that taNing this professionali]ation too far risNs losing 
sight of the hXman element inherent to Zhat maNes teachers teach. ShXlman Zrote, ³We mXst achieve 
standards ZithoXt standardi]ation. We mXst be carefXl that the NnoZledge�base approach does not prodXce 
an overly technical image of teaching, a scientific enterprise that has lost its soXl´ �ShXlman, 1987, p. 20�. 

Many mathematics teachers might feel sXccessfXl in their professional responsibilities of mathematics 
teaching, yet still feel disconnected, XnfXlfilled, and even poZerless in connecting their personal identity 
Zith Zho they are in the classroom �de Freitas, 2008� DraNe, (mpson, 	 DomingXe], 2003� 9an =oest 	 
%ohl, 2005�. Most edXcational research focXses only on the person that e[ists in this professional role±the 
teacher in the classroom. %y Xncovering the personal story that lies beneath the professional story and 
alloZing mathematics teachers to confront and reflect Xpon these aspects of their identity, Ze might begin 
to NnoZ the ³soXl´ or identity of a mathematics teacher. 

7his stXdy investigated teachers¶ conceptions, notions, and stories of themselves throXgh the constrXct 
of mathematics teacher identity. ,n particXlar, the folloZing research TXestions gXided the investigation� 
What Ninds of things does a photo�elicitation�photovoice intervieZ captXre aboXt mathematics teachers in 
regards to identity" What does the photo�elicitation�photovoice intervieZ reveal aboXt mathematics 
teachers that may not be captXred throXgh other research methods" 

Theoretical Framework 

Many scholars have looNed at the constrXct of the identity as a lens for research in edXcation �%ishop, 
2012� %oaler 	 Greeno, 2000� Cobb, Gresalfi, 	 +odge, 2009� de Freitas, 2008� DraNe, Spillane, 	 
+Xfferd�AcNles, 2001� Gee, 2000� +olland, /achicotte, SNinner, 	 Cain, 1998� 9an =oest 	 %ohl, 2005�. 
7his e[tensive ZorN on identity in edXcation centers on the constrXcts of dilemma, relationships, narrative, 
agency, and the photo-elicitation/photovoice interview to Xnderstand the identity of teachers or stXdents. 
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Dilemma 

7he ZorN on teacher identity historically centers on the constrXct of ³dilemma´ �Connelly 	 
Clandinin, 1995� /ampert, 1985� /yons, 1990� ShXlman, 1988�. /ampert �1985�, one of the first 
researchers to Zrite aboXt her teaching as scholarly ZorN, framed her MoXrney into connecting her teaching 
practice to her personal beliefs throXgh the dilemmas she encoXntered in her classroom. /yons �1990� also 
e[amined teachers¶ dilemmas, particXlarly analy]ing hoZ teachers resolved or dealt Zith moral dilemmas 
that came Xp in their relationship to stXdents, finding that Zhen teachers responded to dilemmas, they Zere 
forced to e[amine themselves, Zhich led to groZth²to change. 

Clandinin and Connelly �1996, 1995� Xse the idea of dilemma as central to their constrXct of 7eachers¶ 
Professional .noZledge /andscapes, finding that the big dilemma teachers face is betZeen theory and 
practice. 7o navigate this dilemma, teachers tell both Cover stories and Secret stories. Cover stories are 
the stories, ³,n Zhich they portray themselves as characters Zho are certain, e[pert people. 7hese cover 
stories are a Zay of managing their dilemmas´ �Clandinin 	 Connelly, 1996, p. 15�. Secret stories taNes 
place behind closed doors, often revealed only in private spaces �i.e., happy hoXrs or parNing lot chats�, 
among liNe�minded colleagXes.  

Palmer �2007� Xses the term Divided Life to mean the same thing²the separation of e[ternal from 
their internal, caXsing a psychic rift betZeen teacher�selves and the Zay teacher actXally perceive 
themselves. de Freitas¶s �2008� ZorN e[ploring mathematics teacher identity throXgh classroom discoXrse 
foXnd the same Zarring elements, referred to as procedXral registers versXs personal narrative registers. 

Relationships 

5elationships and formed Zith other teachers is another constrXct researchers Xse in e[ploring teacher 
identity �Grier 	 -ohnston, 2009� +olland et al., 1998� 9an =oest 	 %ohl, 2005� Wenger, 1998�. Wenger 
�1998� Xses the constrXct of Communities of Practice to looN at identity formation, particXlarly Zithin 
socially�constrXcted spaces. ,n this definition, a teacher creates his or her identity throXgh learning hoZ to 
be a member of a particXlar commXnity of practice, in this case, the commXnity of teaching. 9an =oest and 
%ohl �2005� bXild their definition of mathematics teacher identity throXgh this idea of the varioXs 
commXnities of practice that a person inhabits as they become a mathematics teacher. +olland, /achicotte, 
SNinner, and Cain �1998� stXdy identity Zithin the aspect of creation� identity as enacted in the bXilding, 
forging, and aXthorship of Figured Worlds. Grier and -ohnston �2009�, in looNing at the identities of 
S7(M career changers, foXnd that sociali]ation into the teaching cXltXre Zas crXcial to creating a teacher 
identity.   

Narrative 

+iebert, Gallimore, and Stigler �2002� pXshed forZard the idea of Xsing narratives as a Zay to 
Xnderstand teaching. 7his idea echoes %rXner¶s �1986, 1996� ideas aboXt the need for a narrative constrXal 
as necessary for stXdying teachers and teaching. Doyle �1997� also shoZed that narrative�based research 
on teaching Zas MXst as valid and measXrable as any other forms of research, especially TXantitative 
endeavors. DraNe and DraNe, (mpson, and DomingXe] �2001, 2006� foXnd that mathematics teacher 
identity Zas best elicited throXgh the Math Stories, Zhich Zere teacher narratives aboXt prior and cXrrent 
e[periences Zith mathematics. Sfard and PrXsaN even go so far to claim that identity and narrative are one 
and the same, ³1o, no mistaNe here� We did not say that identities Zere finding their expression in 
stories²Ze said they were stories´ �Sfard 	 PrXsaN, 2005, p. 14�. 

Agency 

Agency and poZer are other constrXcts Xsed to Xnderstand mathematics teacher identity �CrocNett, 
2008� de Freitas, 2008� Gee, 2000� GXtstein, 2006�. Gee �2000� defines a teacher Discourse identity as the 
individXal traits of a teacher that are recogni]ed throXgh discoXrse�dialogXe of�Zith the teacher. When a 
teacher¶s Discourse identity is legitimi]ed�seen by others, the teacher moves aZay from a socially defined 
professional identity, and is thereby open to Xnderstand the hegemony of the system they live Zithin. 
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Palmer �2007� similarly says that the choice to live ³divided no more´ by rectifying the dilemma of 
Zarring identities, is the first step toZards trXe teacher social revolXtion. 

CrocNett �2008� oXtlines a cXltXrally�based continXXm to categori]e mathematics teacher identity. 
7eachers often start Zith a Conservative identity, characteri]ed by practice and beliefs that mimic the 
³traditional´ mathematics edXcation they encoXntered as a stXdent. 7hen, teachers move to a Liberal 
identity, characteri]ed by inTXiry�based, ³reform´ teaching practices mirroring the ideas promoted by 
1C7M �1ational CoXncil of 7eachers of Mathematics, 2000�. Finally, an identity that teachers rarely 
ascend to is the Radical Multicultural identity, Zhich involves teachers empoZering stXdents to act 
independently, maNe free choices, and Xse mathematics to not MXst see, bXt also do something aboXt the 
inMXstice in their oZn commXnities and Zorlds �Freire, 1970� GXtstein, 2003�.  

The Photo-Elicitation/Photovoice Interview  

7he Photo�(licitation�Photovoice ,ntervieZ is a research method that anchors an e[ploration into 
identity by adding a visXal strXctXre to teachers¶ narratives. 5esearchers introdXce photographs, either 
selected by the participant or the researcher, into the intervieZ conte[t �ClarN�,bane], 2004� GaXntlett 	 
+ol]Zarth, 2006� +arper, 2002�. 7he method sXccessfXlly elicits identity for a nXmber of reasons. First, 
visXal and creative methods liNe this are especially XsefXl for stXdying identities �%roZn, Wiggins, 	 
Secord, 2009� ClarN�,bane], 2004� GaXntlett 	 +ol]Zarth, 2006�. Second, visXal and creative research 
methods open Xp imaginative spaces in a non�invasive Zay that honors teachers¶ bXsy schedXles and 
responsibilities �ClarN�,bane], 2004� GaXntlett 	 +ol]Zarth, 2006� +arper, 2002�. 7hird, this method has 
a strong history of stXdying identity Zithin other social sciences, sXch as nXrsing and anthropology 
research �+ansen�.etchXm 	 MyricN, 2008�. ,t is only recently being Xsed Zithin edXcation research 
�ClarN�,bane], 2004�. FoXrth, the P(, e[cels in generating a narrative strXctXre aXthored by the research 
participants themselves �%roZn et al., 2009� ClarN�,bane], 2004� GaXntlett 	 +ol]Zarth, 2006�. Finally, 
photovoice techniTXes elicit teachers prior NnoZledge by focXsing on Zhat they NnoZ rather than Zhat 
they do not NnoZ� this empoZering reflection leads to social action and critical conscioXsness �Freire, 
1970� Wang 	 %Xrris, 1997�. 

Methods and Procedures 

7he si[ teachers Zho participated in this stXdy taXght Algebra , at si[ different high schools located in 
large, Xrban cities in a large SoXthZestern state. , had previoXsly interacted Zith all si[ teachers throXgh 
research, professional development ZorNshops, and classroom observations for a previoXs research proMect. 
, chose teachers Zho e[pressed interests in e[ploring and talNing aboXt their identities as it connected to 
their mathematics teaching and Zhom , felt ZoXld tell ³good´ stories. 

The Process 

, first visited each teacher to give them digital cameras and a loose prompt to ³captXre yoXr Zorld as a 
mathematics teacher´ in at least tZenty photographs. We then set Xp a time and date to sit individXally for 
a formal Photo�(licitation�Photovoice ,ntervieZ tZo ZeeNs in the fXtXre. DXring these tZo ZeeNs, , 
observed at least one Algebra , class period for each teacher to get a feel for their teaching practice and 
style, to get to NnoZ their classroom and school cXltXre, and to be available to ansZer any TXestions each 
teacher might have aboXt the stXdy, the research method, or Zhat types of photographs they shoXld 
captXre. A day or tZo before the schedXled intervieZ, , sent an email to each teacher reminding them aboXt 
the intervieZ and also prompting them to choose the ten most important photographs oXt of original 
tZenty in order them by importance. 7his forced editing of the photograph pool right before the intervieZ 
provides a space for each teacher to reflect Xpon each photograph.  

, then sat Zith each teacher for the actXal Photo�(licitation�Photovoice ,ntervieZ, each one taNing 
place after school in the teacher¶s classroom and lasting at least 90 minXtes. ,n the intervieZ, each teacher 
shared one photograph at a time in order of self�selected importance. , Xsed a minimal intervieZ strXctXre, 
Xsing non�MXdgmental and non�evalXative langXage sXch as, ³7ell me more aboXt that,´ or, ³+oZ does that 
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connect to yoX as a mathematics teacher"´ �-ohnston, 2004�. , also Xsed clinical intervieZ strategies to get 
teachers to elaborate more on hoZ each image connected to their identity �GinsbXrg, 1997�.   

Data Sources  

AXdio data from each intervieZ Zas captXred Zith digital recorder and then transcribed for analysis 
Xsing a groXnded theory coding strXctXre. , coded for emerging themes of mathematics teacher identity 
centering on the overlap of professional and personal identities �Corbin 	 StraXss, 2007� Merriam, 2009�. 
7he main data soXrce Zas the intervieZ of each teacher, Zhich , transcribed in ,nTScribe to bXild an 
emerging coding scheme. (ach intervieZ consisted of at least 90�minXtes of transcribed aXdio. While the 
actXal photographs that teachers shared and the notes , tooN dXring classroom observations added 
tremendoXs depth to the intervieZ, , did not consider them as primary data and did not thoroXghly analy]e 
them.  

Analysis Approach 

Analysis began dXring transcription. ,nTScribe alloZed the inclXsion of time codes for every line of 
intervieZ data, as Zell the tagging of thematic codes in order to start bXild a general groXnded theory 
�Corbin 	 StraXss, 2008�. 7hese first�pass codes formed the initial stages of a categorical scheme to 
organi]e the data, �Corbin 	 StraXss, 2007�. 7hen, Xsing a te[tXal conversion script , Zrote in Perl, , 
imported the transcripts from ,nTScribe into 7ransana.  

, then bXilt a theoretical sample by analy]ing the tZo longest intervieZs, listening to the aXdio and 
reading the transcripts in order to create individXal aXdio clips that seemed important �Corbin 	 StraXss, 
2008�. (ach clip captXred something that elXded to mathematics teacher identity, Zhich alloZed me to 
create a deeper, more robXst code set groXnded in a more general Xnderstanding of the data noZ that , had 
transcribed all the intervieZs. For the first intervieZ, , created 103 clips. For the second intervieZ, , 
created 69 clips. %oth of these clips generated a total of 446 codes Zithin 35 categories. 

At this point, , started to see the need to combine similar categories or drop categories to maNe the 
analysis more manageable. , Zent throXgh the code set Zith a specific lens of looNing at the hoZ teachers 
Zere telling Cover or Secret stories �Clandinin 	 Connelly, 1996� Connelly 	 Clandinin, 1995� in order to 
collapse the categories. , then Xsed the second�pass code set to analy]e the remaining foXr intervieZs, 
adding codes and categories as necessary. 7his alloZed me to focXs specifically on the constrXct of 
mathematics teacher identity in a Zay that Zas not specific to any one teacher. ,t also alloZed me to see 
initial conclXsions from the data as Ze noticed hoZ certain codes or categories Zere Xsed again and again. 
7his third�pass �and final� code set contained 206 codes Zithin 14 categories.  

, then Zent bacN and Zrote Xp a foXr�page sXmmary of the main categories and NeyZords , foXnd for 
each teacher. , emailed each teacher their sXmmary, asNing them to add to, edit, or clarify anything in the 
sXmmary they Zanted in order to create a form of member�checN validity �Corbin 	 StraXss, 2007�. , 
specifically asNed each teacher to ensXre that Zhat , Zas finding Zas trXe to his or her ³voice´ and to 
checN that , Zas being ³real.´ , also asNed each teacher to choose a pseXdonym that Zas both personal and 
XniTXe. FeedbacN from each teacher Zas incorporated bacN into the analysis. 

Results 

7his paper looNed specifically at the Xsage of the Photo�(liciation�Photovoice intervieZ in eliciting 
teacher identity. Specifically, , e[amined Zhat Zas revealed throXgh the intervieZs and Zhat this method 
captXred that other research methods might miss. Deeper analysis into the actXal constrXction of 
mathematics teacher identities and formation of agency Zill be forthcoming in fXrther papers. 

Cover Stories Initially 

,n each intervieZ, the first feZ photographs XsXally involved the teacher talNing aboXt something in 
their past that Zas important to them in terms of their mathematics identity. UsXally it Zas a pictXre of 
their family, Zhich elicited a narrative of a parent Zho Zas ³good´ at mathematics and therefore taXght 
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them that they coXld be too. 7his led to a narrative Zhere teachers revealed they chose to be a mathematics 
teacher becaXse of this prior e[perience, becaXse they liNed math.  

,n fact, this ³, liNe math´ Zas the most dominant Cover story. 7he folloZing transcript shoZs hoZ one 
teacher, Mr. Ginobili, initially creates a story that his sister and him became mathematics teachers becaXse 
they inherited a ³math gene´ from their accoXntant father. All of this comes from a photograph Mr. 
Ginobili shares of his sister. 

Mr. Ginobili: Just the fact that, for both of us [Self and Sister], math is our passion. 
Interviewer: For her as well? 
Mr. Ginobili: Yeah. I mean, she became the math lead, and they told her, like, what would you want to 

do and stuff like that. And she was like, math was definitely her thing. And I mean, I see that 
coming from my father because of the accounting. And the fact that number sense really came, is 
an easy trait for us to attain. 

Interviewer: So tell me about that, then. So you feel like you were instilled with a high sense of 
number sense? 

Mr. Ginobili: Yeah, I think so. I mean, and it's probably, you know, a gene that we developed, that we 
got from our dad or anything like that. 

Photographs Reveal Secret Stories 

A traditional intervieZ or belief sXrvey might end here, taNing Xp this teachers¶ cover story as valid 
and conclXding that this particXlar teacher holds an entity�based vieZ of mathematics as genetically 
predestined²the belief in a ³math gene.´ 7his might lead to conclXsions of his teaching practice as 
³traditional.´ <et, throXgh the anchoring strXctXre of the Photo�(licitation�Photovoice intervieZ, teachers 
Zere forced to stare at the photograph and continXe to reflect on Zhat the image meant to them. 7his 
opened Xp space to go beyond the Cover story and reveal the Secret story that connected to their 
personal�private identity.  

For instance, minXtes after talNing aboXt this ³math gene,´ Mr. Ginobili reveals a Secret story aboXt 
his competitive, yet sXpportive, teaching relationship Zith his sister. Mr. Ginobili reveals his passion for 
ZorNing Zith strXggling stXdents.  

Interviewer: What do you see in yourself in your sister? 
Mr. Ginobili: I think we really have the same passion for the kids. You know, I’ll go over to her house 

every once in a while and she’ll be thinking about, “Oh, well this kid is really struggling with this 
and I need to have an activity for them.” And she’s really passionate for each one of her kids. And 
I, I don’t want to say that I have that same passion, because she really goes far beyond what’s 
necessary of her. But you know, and like, I still, I do have a little bit of passion for my kids, you 
know. If I see one of them struggling, you know, you always want to talk to them and figure out 
what's wrong and stuff like that.  

A feZ minXtes later, another Secret story fXrther reveals that, throXgh Mr. Ginobili¶s relationship Zith 
his sister, he Xnderstands the importance of listening to his stXdents. +e reflects Xpon a teaching belief of 
valXing listening to stXdents¶ prior NnoZledge. 

Mr. Ginobili: I think the skills that are really helped me as a teacher and more as a mentor to the kids, 
is something that she sees in me and she likes and that’s why she comes to me more than she does 
my brother, right? Because she’s told me before, she’s like, well, if I need somebody that I can talk 
to and will listen to me, I’m going to call you because, you know, you have that in you. And it’s 
one of the things that makes me want to be a teacher, is the fact that I can listen to kids and I like 
listening to people, the stories and really try to help them out whenever possible. And so she sees 
that in me. 

7hroXgh these Photo�eliciting�Photovoice intervieZs, teachers revealed the Secret stories that 
described their mathematics teaching practice, Zeaving narratives that reflected hoZ they saZ themselves 
as a mathematics teacher rather than the XsXal Cover stories they are Xsed to living Zith.  
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Discussion and Conclusion 

7his stXdy fills a cXrrent gap in the research on Xnderstanding mathematics teacher throXgh the lens of 
identity. 7his research e[tends previoXs research on teacher identity by incorporating the strXctXre of the 
Photo�(licitation�Photovoice ,ntervieZ to groXnd the teacher¶s space for aXthorship. , sXccessfXlly 
e[plored a research tool that captXred teachers¶ voices ZithoXt hovering, disrXpting their practice, or 
looNing for only Zhat , Zanted to see. , attempted to ansZer ShXlman¶s �1988� call that the best forms of 
teacher sXpport mXst involve meeting teachers Zhere they are. 7his stXdy introdXces a professional 
development tool that gets teachers to reflect on themselves in a minimally invasive and easily 
implementable Zay. Mathematics teacher identities are XniTXe and varied� so getting teachers to reflect on 
their oZn identity as mathematics teachers helps them become more aZare of their oZn teaching practice. 

With more time and resoXrces to do folloZ Xp intervieZs or observations, , might have been better 
able connect the resXlts Zith actXal teacher practice or stXdent reports. , coXld also have incorporated 
mXltiple narratives into bXilding a mathematics teacher identity, a limitation of singXlar intervieZ 
strXctXre.  

,n the end, this e[perience alloZed teachers to get past their Cover stories, remove the ³masN´ �as one 
teachers pXt it�, and reveal hoZ they really see themselves. Perhaps if there Zere more developed 
constrXcts to Xnderstand these identities, Ze as a research commXnity can better shoZ the valXe in 
NnoZing Zhat maNes each mathematics teacher hXman, XniTXe and special.  
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