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An evaluation of the impact of a professional development experience on participants’ ability to explore 
student voices as input for improving the teaching of mathematics evolved into a self-study of our growth 
as non-evaluative listeners. This paper specifically describes our emergent awareness of the evaluative 
stance implicit within our attempt to examine teachers’ writing samples with the goal of developing a 
framework, denying teachers agency and identity. This presented us with a living contradiction since this 
stance conflicted with our belief that learners deserve both. 
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Introduction 

7his paper e[emplifies transition� it is the story of oXr MoXrney along a continXXm of professional 
groZth. ,t is told in three parts, parts that defy the typical organi]ation of a research report. We begin at 
oXr genesis� an evalXation of the impact of a professional development e[perience on participants¶ ability 
to e[plore stXdent voices as inpXt for improving the teaching of mathematics. We then describe the 
transition of oXr ZorN from an evalXation proMect to a self�stXdy of oXr groZth as non�evalXative listeners. 
2Xr self�stXdy resXlted in an aZareness of the evalXative stance implicit Zithin oXr attempt to develop a 
frameZorN by Zhich to classify teachers¶ Zriting samples, thXs denying teachers agency and identity. We 
end the paper Zith a discXssion of the theoretical stance that groXnds oXr ZorN as Ze consider fXtXre 
teaching and research activity and the ³living contradictions´ �Whitehead, 1989� that have emerged 
creating neZ dissonances in oXr practices. 

Genesis 

We, the aXthors of this paper, Zere involved in the planning and implementation of a large scale 
Mathematics and Science Partnership for professional development. 2Xr goals, identified in concert Zith 
district facXlty and administrators, Zere to sXpport teachers in becoming better listeners and in 
Xnderstanding the importance of listening to stXdents as a maMor component of their practice. ,n condXcting 
the ZorNshops for teachers Ze Zere operating Xnder norms for best practices for professional development 
as defined by the larger mathematics edXcation commXnity. /esson stXdy �<oshida, 1999�, Xsing stXdent 
intervieZs �Schifter 	 Fosnot, 1993�, and 7hinNer�Doers �+art, 1aMee�Xllah, 	 SchXlt], 2004� +art, 
SchXlt], 	 1aMee�Xllah, 2004� Zere all integral components of oXr program that are defensible Zith tomes 
of literatXre.   

We began this proMect in an effort to evalXate one cycle of this professional development.  2Xr 
research TXestion Zas� ³+oZ effective had Ze been in sXpporting teachers to become better listeners and 
to Xnderstand the importance of listening to stXdents as a maMor component of their practice"´  Participants 
in oXr professional development had condXcted clinical intervieZs Zith their stXdents and had Zritten a 
reflection paper sXmmari]ing their interpretations of stXdents¶ mathematical Xnderstanding and the 
implications for their teaching. 7herefore, Ze decided to Xse these data to e[plore oXr research TXestion.   

At this stage Ze Zere framing oXr ZorN according to the norms of action research �/eZin, 1946� Zith 
an emphasis on a TXalitative analysis of the teacher reflections.  As action researchers Ze Zere looNing for 
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indicators of hoZ oXr cycle of PD practices had impacted oXr teachers¶ listening strategies. We thoXght 
that oXr analysis ZoXld provide insights as to hoZ teachers Xsed the voices of stXdents to maNe sense of 
stXdents¶ mathematical Xnderstanding.  

(arly in oXr ZorN Ze foXnd oXrselves positioning the teachers on tZo dimensions, as to Zhether they 
seemed teacher�centered or stXdent�centered and Zhether they Zere analytic or descriptive in their 
reflections. ,n this positioning, Ze attempted to Neep individXal reflections intact and carried throXgh the 
individXal conte[ts in Zhich those teachers Zere ZorNing. As oXr ZorN progressed Ze foXnd that some of 
the data alloZed Xs to maNe clear decisions as to these tZo dimensions. +oZever, some cases Zere mXch 
more difficXlt to categori]e.  .eeping the analysis at the level of the teacher became XnZieldy and in oXr 
second attempt Ze agreed to ZorN Zith e[cerpts or ³chXnNs´ from the papers. %y redXcing the grain si]e to 
passages rather than entire papers, Ze tried to Neep the focXs on abstract ideas rather than individXals. ,n 
FigXre 1 Ze present tZo iterations of oXr frameZorN. 7he early stage of analysis resXlted in sorting the 
data according to a frameZorN Zith tZo dimensions and mXltiple levels of nXance. As oXr analysis of the 
data evolved, Ze recogni]ed the need for more encompassing and detailed categories leading from the 
frameZorN on the left to that on the right. 

  

 

Figure 1: Evolving framework 

As oXr ZorN progressed Ze sensed personal disappointment in the ZorN of the teachers.  We had 
inadvertently Xnderstood the diagonal �from loZer left to Xpper right� of oXr neZ e[tended frameZorN to 
indicate groZth along a listening continXXm.  We had hoped that more of oXr teachers¶ chXnNs ZoXld have 
been placed in the stXdent�centered inference cell.  7o Xs this ZoXld indicate a teacher Zho listened and 
reflected on the child¶s Xnderstanding of mathematics.  +oZ coXld a professional development program 
groXnded in best practices have had so little impact on teachers¶ listening strategies" We began to conclXde 
that Ze had failed in the mission and goals of oXr program. 

DXring a professional conference Ze received positive feedbacN from members of the mathematics 
edXcation commXnity aboXt the frameZorN and the Zay Ze Zere analy]ing oXr data. 7he e[ercise of 
discXssing and negotiating Zith colleagXes regarding Zhere to place teachers¶ ZorN on the frameZorN 
proved to be stimXlating and edXcational for Xs.  ,t Zasn¶t Xntil colleagXes sXggested that this frameZorN 
coXld be Xsed to create vectors that characteri]ed teacher groZth over time that Ze started to sense a 
discomfort in the goals of oXr actions.  7his interpretation of oXr ZorN, both in the moment and in its 
fXtXre retelling Zithin oXr groXp, reflected to Xs liNe a mirror the trXe natXre of oXr ZorN. -X[taposed Zith 
teaching teachers to listen non�evalXatively Zas oXr oZn story as teachers, listening in MXdgment of oXr 
stXdents. 

,n hindsight, having someone challenge oXr frameZorN coXld have caXsed Xs to reali]e the natXre of 
oXr evalXative postXre and pXshed Xs fXrther along the continXXm of oXr professional groZth.  ,t Zasn¶t 
Xntil Ze started Zriting oXr findings and resXlts that Ze became increasingly aZare of oXr living 
contradictions. ,n theory Ze believed in �and taXght proMect participants aboXt� listening non�evalXatively 
to stXdents in order to gain insights into their mathematical Xnderstanding. <et, Ze Zere Xnable to enact 
the same non�evalXative listening practice Zith oXr oZn stXdents �participants in oXr PD�.  We Zere 
listening non�evalXatively to oXr teachers¶ sharing of conceptXal Xnderstanding dXring their mathematical 
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activities, bXt Zere Xnable to sXspend doXbt �+arNness, 2009� and MXdgment Zhen they shared genXine 
reflections aboXt their practice.   

,n looNing bacN noZ it is interesting to note that nearly a year Zent by dXring Zhich Ze Zere nawve 
aboXt the contradictions in oXr beliefs aboXt teaching and oXr practices.  7hroXghoXt that year Ze had 
engaged in activities that Ze believed ZoXld pXsh Xs toZard deeper Xnderstanding of oXr practice.  We 
collaboratively reflected on oXr program, participated in a reading groXp on postmodern and critical 
theories, and attended professional conferences as a venXe for vetting neZ ideas and receiving challenging 
feedbacN. +oZever, to become more aZare of oXr evalXative natXre and the contradiction Ze Zere living, 
it ZoXld taNe three Ney catalysts� A personal reflection from a colleagXe, a revisiting of postmodern 
thinNing, and efforts to sitXate oXr research Zithin a shifting paradigm.  

Major Transitions 

Three Key Catalysts 

A personal reflection, told in first-person narrative. A groXp of mathematics edXcators attending an 
international conference Zere invited to observe and e[perience local mathematics classrooms. 7he 
pXrpose Zas to Xnderstand the local conte[t and cXltXre of mathematics teaching, a conte[t and cXltXre 
Xnfamiliar to attendees. , traveled Zith a small groXp of mathematics edXcators to observe a day at a 
government�fXnded elementary school. We Zere given a Zarm Zelcome by children dressed in their best 
Xniforms, Zearing fresh floZers in their braided hair, performing traditional songs and dances. 7he lesson , 
observed Zas in a classroom stXdying 3�D geometry. 7here Zere interesting artifacts on display inclXding 
local containers Xsed to measXre milN along Zith tins and bo[es presXmably Xsed to talN aboXt the volXme 
of prisms. 7he teacher appeared proXd of the lesson and artifacts Xsed and eager to give stXdents a stage on 
Zhich to demonstrate Zhat they NneZ. We Zitnessed many recitations and demonstrations by eager 
stXdents Zho Zaived their hands Zildly to signal to the teacher that they Zere ready to shine. %oth the 
teacher and the children had ZorNed hard to impress the visitors. At the end of the lesson, Ze Zere given 
the opportXnity to asN the teacher TXestions aboXt the lesson and aboXt the school. FeZ TXestions Zere 
asNed, and those feZ Zere along the lines of ³+oZ long has this lesson been going on"´  

7he ne[t morning, the groXp of mathematics edXcators reconvened oXtside of the conte[t of the 
school. ,mmediately, the conversation tXrned to a discXssion of Zhat Ze had seen. We had not been there 
in the capacity of evalXation, yet Ze aXtomatically assXmed this role. 7he criticisms fleZ aroXnd the table 
indicting not only the actions and decisions made by the teacher, bXt also the sNill of the stXdents. “The 
lesson was taught by rote. The students were memorizing and not reasoning. There was too much focus on 
multiplication facts and too little on measurement concepts or problem solving. If the lesson had been 
rehearsed (it must have been), then who knows if the students even understood what they had been asked 
to recite and demonstrate?” ,, liNe others in the groXp, Zas comfortable dissecting the lesson and tooN 
license in MXdging Zhat Ze had seen ZithoXt any fXrther conte[t or bacNgroXnd.  

2nce this story Zas shared Zithin oXr cXrrent commXnity, oXr groXp began to reflect on the act of 
observing and stXdying teaching and learning. 7his particXlar story evoNed concerns aboXt the evalXative 
stance that is so natXral to this ZorN. As Ze discXssed the story together as a groXp, Ze discovered 
empathy for the teacher and the stXdents and regretted the missed opportXnity to Xnderstand the 
comple[ity of a specific act of teaching. 7he opportXnity had been given to Xncover that comple[ity and 
trXly Xnderstand the dynamics of the lesson� the teacher had invited TXestions and discXssion, yet no one 
had thoXght to asN aboXt the specific needs of the teacher, stXdents and commXnity and Zhy this particXlar 
lesson coXld help fXlfill those needs. 7he groXp had denied the teacher and stXdents reason. Who gives 
mathematics edXcators the right to MXdge teachers and their enactments" Are Ze sXch e[perts that Ze can, 
on first sight and ZithoXt economic, political or cXltXral conte[t, determine the valXe of an instrXctional 
episode" +oZ TXicNly Ze strip teachers of agency �9alero, 2004� and identity �%roZn, -ones, 	 %ibby, 
2004�. 

Revisiting postmodern thinking. ConcXrrently Zith oXr evalXation proMect, Ze Zere all involved in a 
booN stXdy of Mathematics Education Within the Postmodern �WalshaZ, 2004�. (ach ZeeN Ze met to 
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discXss a different chapter, each of Xs taNing tXrns facilitating that discXssion. Some chapters Ze discXssed 
for mXltiple ZeeNs, arriving at insights Ze valXed and tooN personally. 7hese discXssions Zere hXmbling 
for many of Xs as Ze began to see similarities in oXr thinNing aboXt oXr ³stXdents´ and the strXctXres in oXr 
edXcational system that oppress stXdents and teachers. 7he constrXcts of poZer, agency, privilege, identity 
and oppression Zere particXlarly central to oXr discXssions and seemed relevant to oXr ZorN Zith stXdents 
and teachers. 

7his Zas all in a general abstract sense. ,t Zas not Xntil Ze began considering these issXes in oXr 
research practice and the reflection above Zas shared that oXr thinNing on these matters became concrete 
and available for application. ,t Zas as if the pieces of a MigsaZ Zere flying aboXt in the ether, bXt had 
finally begXn to arrange themselves in a Zay to create a pictXre of oXr research practice.  ,t Zas very mXch 
liNe the e[perience shared by 9alero �2004�, ³my postmodern attitXde did not resXlt from a conscioXs 
paradigm selection� rather, it Zas constrXcted as , met school leaders, teachers and stXdents in different 
schools in the Zorld Zhose lives shooN me in significant Zays´ �p. 36�. 

2Xr colleagXe¶s personal reflection Zas an obvioXs e[ample in Zhich Ze coXld apply these neZ 
principles and identify the poZer strXctXres that e[isted. MXch more challenging Zas the application of 
these principles to oXr practice. As Ze continXed to revise and reconsider oXr ZorN in framing the ZorN of 
teacher listening, Ze faced this challenge head on. 5evisiting oXr previoXs discXssions and readings from 
the stXdy groXp caXsed Xs to TXestion the act of characteri]ing individXals Zithin any frameZorN, and 
particXlarly the one Ze had developed. We e[pected oXr teachers to gain respect for the Zhole stXdent and 
not parcel their perceptions into evalXative bo[es liNe ³mathematically correct.´ <et, Ze Zere doing this 
for them. We Zere being evalXative listeners and positioning them according to oXr critical lens, denying 
them voice and reason in their oZn practice. At this point, oXr conversation and the pXrpose of oXr proMect 
shifted in sXbstantive Zays. As one member stated, ³As I analyzed reflections, I felt more aware of the 
difficulty of what we were asking them to do and the vulnerability it required giving me more empathy for 
the teachers.” 

Acknowledging living contradictions in our work. According to Whitehead �2009�, the practitioner 
addressing the TXestion ³+oZ do , improve Zhat , am doing"´ Zill engage in a reflection that Zill 
illXminate their living contradictions. As he e[plains�  ³, am thinNing here of µ,¶ e[isting as a contradiction 
in the sense of holding together a commitment to live certain valXes Zith the recognition of the denial of 
these valXes in practice´ �p. 87�.  We frame this discXssion of oXr living contradictions as it relates to oXr 
practice as researchers and teachers. 

We chose a TXalitative research design to best address oXr research pXrpose. 7he TXalitative research 
design that Ze adhered to denied Xs oXr valXes²to respect and honor teachers¶ voices²the very valXes 
that Ze Zanted oXr teachers to accept as a critical component of good teaching. ,n oXr TXest to be scientific 
and methodical in oXr research process, Ze identified a data set, i.e., teachers¶ Zritten reflections, that Ze 
analy]ed and interpreted Xsing the tools of TXalitative inTXiry. As Zarranted by the norms of academic 
research involving hXman sXbMects, Ze Zere concerned aboXt preserving anonymity and remaining 
Xnbiased in oXr interpretations of data. 7his led Xs to devise coding mechanisms that masNed teachers¶ 
identities. Also, in an effort to maNe more of their statements fit oXr frameZorN, Ze cXt Xp entire reflection 
papers into smaller chXnNs. All of this manipXlation of data fragmented the teachers¶ ZorN and thXs 
created an abyss betZeen the teachers¶ reflections and the conte[t in Zhich they had been operating. ,n 
concealing the teachers¶ identities Ze Zere no longer able to honor their voices and engage in non�
evalXative listening. We reali]ed that oXr chosen research paradigm denied Xs the opportXnity to listen. We 
had interpreted teachers¶ Zriting ZithoXt considering the social, political and cXltXral realities of teaching.  

-Xst as Ze denied oXr valXes of respecting and honoring teacher voices in oXr research, Ze reali]ed 
that the same coXld be said in relation to oXr teaching. What began as a stXdy of oXr teacher¶s Zriting 
samples became this story aboXt the development of a faXlty frameZorN ± one that revealed to Xs the 
limitations of oXr thinNing and the contradiction betZeen assXming an evalXative stance �that gave teachers 
neither agency nor identity� and preaching that learners deserve both. As constrXctivist teachers, Zhen 
teaching mathematics, Ze have, for the most part, learned hoZ to give reason �DXcNZorth, 1996� to oXr 
stXdents as Ze listen to their mathematical voices. We have learned hoZ to embrace the mathematics of 
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stXdents in shaping oXr NnoZledge of mathematics. We are effective in sXspending doXbt �+arNness, 2009� 
as oXr stXdents describe their mathematical thinNing. For the most part, Ze honor and respect the 
mathematical voices of oXr stXdents. For this reason Ze create a learning environment Zhere Ze are co�
constrXctors of mathematics Zith oXr stXdents. +oZever, oXr analysis of oXr ZorN Zith teachers revealed 
to Xs another glaring contradiction²Why Zere Ze able to give reason to learners Zhen dealing Zith 
mathematics, bXt so Xnable to give reason to the learner Zhen dealing Zith teaching" We seemed to have a 
pre�conceived vision of Zhat constitXtes good teaching and Zere Xnable to hear the voices of teachers Zith 
alternative perspectives²perspectives that greZ oXt of living Zithin a social, political and cXltXral reality 
to Zhich Ze Zere strangers. 

Moving Forward on the Continuum of Professional Growth 

+oZ do Ze live Zith oXr living contradictions" We face the personal challenge of positioning 
oXrselves as mathematics edXcation researchers Zithin a neZ research paradigm that is more aligned Zith 
oXr valXes. 7he pressXres of oXr discipline reTXire adherence to a strict code of long standing e[pectations 
regarding Zhat coXnts as valXed research. ,n fact, these constraints sometimes feel oppressive as Ze ZorN 
to align oXr valXes to oXr practice. Still the aZareness of the living contradiction in oXr research Zill gXide 
oXr fXtXre proMects. 

7he living contradiction in oXr teaching has caXsed Xs to TXestion many of oXr typical practices as 
mathematics edXcators, especially in the role of professional development providers or math consXltants to 
districts and schools. We have often engaged in practices sXch as�  

• Accepting the challenge of helping a teacher ³improve´ her practice based on MXst a feZ 
observations�  

• Watching short video�clips of teachers at professional conferences and draZing inferences aboXt 
their practice as a Zhole�   

• MaNing MXdgments aboXt teacher practices from NnoZing the te[tbooNs adopted by their districts�   
• ConsXlting Zith schools or districts and accept the administrator¶s assessment of their staff� and   
• Designing professional development e[periences based Xpon oXr e[pert analysis of stXdent 

performance data. 

,n hindsight, Ze reali]e that in each of these instances Ze have positioned oXrselves as e[perts and 
denied oXr teachers agency and identity. 7he challenge that remains for Xs is to find a Zay to enact oXr 
neZ perspective on oXr role in professional development. What does it mean to engage in professional 
development Zith teachers ZithoXt assXming an evalXative stance� to go into oXr ZorN together Zith 
teachers ZithoXt a preconceived notion of Zhat is to be learned or taXght" We Zant to do ZorN that 
respects and maintains the dignity of oXr teachers and gives them aXtonomy in crafting a pictXre of ideal 
practice. We have begXn to acNnoZledge the valXe of co�constrXcting meaning alongside teachers, bXt 
need to e[plore models for hoZ this can be accomplished. We Zant to move from being imparters of 
teaching NnoZledge to being co�conspirators in the act of defining good practice.  Perhaps the best ne[t 
step Ze can taNe is to talN aboXt oXr oZn learning and to continXe to docXment a living theory �Whitehead, 
2009�. 
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