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Te a ch e rs’ Self-Disc ove ry
by Susan Eleuterio

AGROUP OF m i dd l e - class wh ite teach e rs stood aw k w a rd ly around a Midd l e

.E a s t e rn gro ce ry in suburban Chicago , gazing at foods and spices exotic to

..t h e m . When the but cher plunked a whole goat on the counter, the deer

h u n t e rs in my folk culture course stepped forward, s u dd e n ly experts at explain-

ing this seemingly unfamiliar culture to their peers . At the end of this cours e ,

one teacher wro t e , “ I ’ve usually thought of myself as a ‘plain wh ite pers o n’

w it h o ut any real culture . Being in this class inspired me to look more cl o s e ly at

my family and identify our own special customs.”

I ’ve been wo rking on a model of pro fessional development for teach e rs that may

be useful to others interested in learning how to get into the folk culture of their

s t u d e n t s , sch oo l s , and commu n it i e s . I ’ve developed this model with teach e rs in

G l e n b a rd Township High Sch ool District 87 in DuPage County, I l l i n o i s , and wit h

the suppo rt and encouragement of Marge Tr y b u s , S ch ool Improvement Coo rd i-

n a t o r.

Te a ch e rs re ce ive in-district cre d it for the cours e . The key components are an

o n going relationship with the distr i c t ’s pr o fessional development staff person and

w ith teach e rs from the distri c t ’s four sch oo l s . G l e n b a rd, l i ke many suburban dis-

tricts around the country, is seeing a change in its student po p u l a t i o n , f rom a

p ri m a ri ly w h it e , m i dd l e - cl a s s , f o rm e rly rural student body to a more ethnically

and culturally dive rse population including new immigrants as well as re f u g e e s .

Also like many suburban sch ool districts (and urban for that matter), the staff is

p ri m a ri ly wh it e , m i dd l e - cl a s s , and suburban.

Another key component is developing an intro d u c t o ry course focusing on the

t e a cher as a culture bearer rather than on students as culture beare rs . At the

same time, lesson plans and activ ities conducted with the teach e rs are designed

to be used with students as we l l , and teach e rs are encouraged to try the activ i-

ties with their cl a s s e s . P revious models of pro fessional development have often

focused on students as the beare rs of culture . While students do bring unique

c u l t u re to sch oo l , focusing only on their culture can re i n f o rce the idea that stu-

d e n t s , e s p e c i a l ly those from ethnic, c u l t u r a l , or class back grounds that differ fro m

the teach e r ’s , a re in some way exotic and diffe re n t . This seeming exotic nature of

s t u d e n t s , although po s it ive in some teach e r ’s eye s , can be seen negative ly as wh e n

t e a ch e rs say “they (the students) just don’t act nor m a l , they have such we i rd

c u s t o m s , their families don’t care ab o ut sch oo l ,” and so on.

This model spends a lot of time getting teach e rs to reflect on their own cultural

tr a d itions such as naming customs, f a m i ly food tr a d it i o n s , ch i l d h ood games, f o l k

s p e e ch , oral and family history, h o l i d ay customs, and pers o n a l ly significant art i-

f a c t s . E xe rcises from Folk A rts in Education: A R e s o u rce Handbook, by Ma rs h a

Ma c D owe l l , a re part i c u l a rly useful at drawing out teac h e rs’ own practices and

b e l i e f s . At the same time, t e a ch e rs are encouraged to pay attention to attit u d e s ,



b e l i e f s , and practices of their students through simple observation or quick inter-

v i ew s .

Te a ch e rs are also intro d u ced to the basics of folklore fieldwo rk , i n cluding ethics,

p e rmission form s , and documentation tech n i q u e s . O n ce teach e rs have explore d

their own culture , the second phase of pro fessional development invo lves a field-

trip to a local sit e . H e n ce our visit to the Middle Eastern gro ce ry.

Based on this experi e n ce , t e a ch e rs helped me design a second course spo t l i g h t-

ing four cultural groups in the distri c t . We conduct fieldwo rk together and hear

s p e a ke rs from each of the cultural groups we study. While we are again re fe rri n g

b a ck to the idea of student culture as somewhat exotic, I believe since the teach-

e rs have alre a dy explored their own culture , they can see these cultural gro u p s

as more similar than diffe rent and as people just like them, who have inherit e d

va rious va l u e s , b e l i e f s , and tr a d itions that they may practice in va rying way s .

When studying immigration or incorporating it into pro fessional deve l o p m e n t ,

remember that teach e rs have culture too . This model presents a method for

beginning with teach e rs’ own tr a d it i o n s , then focusing on students’ and commu-

n ity culture and shows teach e rs how to be ethnogr ap h e rs of their own culture ,

i n cluding their own occupational folklife , while encouraging them to be aw a re of

the ethnogr ap hy of their students at the same time.

Susan Eleuterio, an independent folklorist, museum consultant, and educator,

conducts folklore fieldwork and professional development courses for teachers,

and workshops for students in the Chicago are a .
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