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F O R M S  A N D  F U N C T I O N S  O F  S T O R Y T E L L I N G  BY T E A C H E R S  

ANAT K A I N A N  

Ben Gurion University, Beer Sheva, Israel 

Absract--This paper deals with forms and functions of storytelling by teachers in an Israeli 
comprehensive school staffroom. The main function of these stories is to present to the teachers 
themselves the teachers' views on teaching, and especially some features of the image of the ideal 
teacher. The ideal teacher believes in the important value of control. He or she should be able to 
establish control by being practical, and using "professional knowledge." This professional 
knowledge has three main sources: the teacher's own experience; his or her colleagues' experience; 
and his or her creativity. The stories in the staffroom create images of the ideal teacher and socialize 
teachers to these images. 

The forms and functions of storytelling by 
teachers in an Israeli staffroom are described - -  
stories that teachers tell other teachers about  
their work experience. Through stories, teachers 
show some elements of their professional culture 
and especially their image of the ideal teacher. 
Further, the ideal teacher believes in the value 
of classroom control and is able to establish 
control by being practical, and using professional 
knowledge. This professional knowledge has 
three main sources: the teachers' experience; his 
or her colleagues' experience; and the teachers' 
creativity. It is suggested that the professional 
culture of teachers can be better understood 
through an analysis of the stories they tell each 
other in the staffroom. As an introduction, the 
term story should be elaborated. 

Research has been conducted about  stories 
teachers tell to students in class (Egan, 1988; 
Jackson, 1987), or stories students tell about 
school (Delamont, 1989; Tappan  & Brown, 
1989). Others have focused on the "teacher 's  life 
history," which may include almost any event as 
part  of the story (Clandinin & Connelly, 1989; 
Connelly & Clandinin, 1989). These different 
kinds o f  narratives range from myth to biogra- 
phy. For  the purpose of the present paper, it is 
necessary to define the term "s tory"  to accord 
with Labov ' s  (1967) classical definition; that is 
a story is a system in which some experience is 

passed on through verbal description. This ex- 
perience is reconstructed by uttering sentences 
in a certain order, from a beginning to a middle 
to an end, in the attitudinal perspective of the 
narrator. These sentences describe a remarkable 
action from the past, and the evaluative function 
of the story transforms the semantic sequence 
into something meaningful to the narrator. 
Polanyi (1985) stresses that the story is told to 
make a point, to give some kind of message. 
Everything in the story is connected to the point, 
and things that are not connected are ignored 
or de-emphasized. Mainly the narrator  and the 
audience come from a common cultural world, 
and so the meaning of the message is clear. 

The stories in this paper can also be distin- 
guished by the time they deal with, the natural 
elements they describe, the heroes they present, 
and their subject matter: a special personal 
experience at work. 

The stories are presented as if they happened 
in the immediate past, and they do not deal with 
things that happened a long time ago, although 
it is very difficult to give a clear definition of the 
terms "long" and "Short" in this connection. 
This element distinguishes these stories from 
biographies or life histories, although they can 
have some biographical elements in them. 

The stories, as defined here, deal only with 
natural events; there are no unnatural, mystical, 
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or holy elements in them. They stress the small, 
everyday happenings of life and present only 
down-to-earth facts. They therefore differ from 
myths and legends, although a story can become 
a myth of a workplace (see, e.g., Deal & Kenedy, 
1982). The heroes and heroines of the stories are 
everyday people who are associated with the 
school. There are no extraordinary persons in 
the stories; they are all part  of the same group 
of people, and the same work place. Most of the 
time, the narrator  is also the hero(ine) of the 
story. The other characters of the story are 
mostly students, but may also be establishment 
figures who display a lack of understanding, or 
other teachers. However, most of the stories deal 
with the relationship between teachers and stu- 
dents, rather than teacher-establishment or 
teacher-teacher. 

The stories are always related as a personal 
experience--in this case, concerning work, Lan- 
gellier (1989) called them work stories. In recent 
years, there has been renewed interest in the 
trends of such stories (McCarl, 1987; Orr, 1987; 
Schwartzman, 1984). It is important  to distin- 
guish between stories that teachers tell as a part  
of their work and stories they tell about their 
work. Two criteria were applied in choosing 
stories for discussion in this paper: (1) stories 
were chosen where teachers tell their colleagues 
in the staffroom about their work; and (2) stories 
were selected that are about  students, because 
(a) most staffroom conversations concerned stu- 
dents, and (b) it was assumed that students 
comprise the most important  part of a teacher's 
work. 

Method 

The stories were collected in a standard staff- 
room of an Israeli comprehensive high school. 
The school has 1400 students, aged 14-18, and 
138 teachers. It is one of a group of similar 
schools located in a town of medium size and 
has the reputation of being a fairly good, typical 
school with many experienced teachers. The 
comprehensive school system in Israel was 
copied from the English comprehensive school 
system and it is very similar. 

The stories were collected as a part  of a 2-year 
ethnographic research project dealing with an 
Israeli staffroom. The method was mainly ob- 

servational and general conversation was written 
down as it occurred. This is not the most accurate 
method, but considering the noise level ~ in the 
staffroom, it was the only one possible. The 
stories were later separated from the other ma- 
terials according to the predetermined definition 
of a story. 

Being an ethnographer creates a special prob- 
lem. On the one hand, there are the teachers and 
their rights; on the other, there is the need to 
record data objectively. I tried to make some 
compromise between these two. After having 
received permission from the teachers' associ- 
ation of the school to conduct my research, I 
explained to the teachers the general purpose of 
my study without being too specific about the 
kind of things I was looking for. I sat in the 
staffroom once or twice a week (each time on a 
different day) for the whole day as a quiet 
observer, without engaging the teachers in any 
way. The notes were taken unobtrusively so that 
my role as a researcher would affect the data as 
little as possible. While I was there, teachers knew 
that they could come and demand that I erase 
anything they did not want to be recorded. They 
always had the last word. In time, most of the 
teachers got used to my sitting there, although 
some stayed away. It should be taken into 
account that my presence probably affected the 
situation to a certain extent. When I completed 
my paper, I presented it to the teachers and asked 
for their opinions. Generally they accepted what 
I had written. Specific remarks by them will be 
presented in the paper in the appropriate places. 

Although no special storyteller in the school 
was identifiable, almost all of the teachers told 
stories to each other. These were sometimes only 
fragments, or they could not be heard in their 
entirety because of the general din in the room. 
Moreover, not all teachers come into the staff- 
r o o m - - t h e  vocational education teachers, for 
example, had their own staffroom--others  did 
not talk while I was there, and some spoke in 
voices that were too low to be heard. In spite of 
these several factors, 75 complete work stories 
told by 55 different teachers were recorded that 
dealt with classroom events. Some of these stories 
were told one at a time, but many were told 
consecutively in an "exchange" situation. 

All the stories describe a situation in which 
the teacher had a terrible class or a horrible 
student, and how, by a certain act, (s)he suc- 
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ceeded in changing  the s i tua t ion  for the better .  
F o r  this paper ,  I have chosen some of these 
stories as typical  examples ;  add i t iona l  stories of 
a s imilar  type have also been included to stress 
specific points.  The  stories were chosen because 
they have the same content ,  but  they were also 
the longer  or  most  deta i led ones, or  those  I 
cons idered  to be the most  coherent .  Of  the 75 
stories,  42 deal t  with general izat ion,  22 with 
advice, 65 with competence ,  and  60 with creat iv-  
ity. The na r r a to r s  were not  taken  into consider-  
a t ion  when the examples  were chosen and  all the 
names  in this pape r  are ficti t ious to preserve 
anonymi ty .  An e thnographic ,  and  therefore in- 
tegrated,  me thod  of ana lyz ing  the stories is 
employed ,  with special  a t ten t ion  to the forms 
and functions of  the stories as they appea red  in 
the staffroom. 

F o r m s  

There  are two main  elements  of what  I mean  
by the te rm " fo rm" ;  the s t ructure  of the stories, 
and  the context  in which they appear .  The form 
of the stories offers a deeper  unde r s t and ing  of  
the teacher ' s  profess ional  world,  and  specifically 
his image of the ideal teacher,  because it yields 
in format ion  abou t  some of the ma jo r  concepts  
under ly ing  the profession (Polanyi ,  1985). 

The Structure 
All the stories have an overal l  c o m m o n  struc- 

ture which includes two basic charac ters  and  
certain plot  sequences. They are very s imilar  to 
P r o p ' s  (1928) model  of fables, especial ly in the 
charac ters  and  plot.  P r o p  deal t  with the s t ructure  
of m o r p h o l o g y  of fables wi thout  consider ing 
their  specific content .  He stressed two points :  the 
s tereotypica l  features of the charac ters  and  the 
impor t ance  of  the plot.  He identif ied seven main  
charac te rs  who a p p e a r  in every fable, each with 
a place of their  own, and  whose function is to 
advance  the plot.  The ind iv idua l i ty  of the char-  
acters is not  impor t an t ;  they are jus t  s tereotypes,  
l ike the hero or  the " b a d  guy."  

The plot  is centra l  to every fable. I t  has a 
c o m m o n  s t ructure  and  pred ic tab le  sequent ia l  
stages of events. The  s t ructure  includes:  back-  
ground,  in which a specific act or  acts p repares  
the m o m e n t  for the beginning  of  the s tory;  a 
p r ob l em that  the hero(ine) will have to deal  with;  
a way to solve the p rob l em (i.e., the hero(ine) 

will meet  s o m e b o d y  who gives him or  her  a 
"magic  agent ,"  such as a magic  ins t rument ,  
object,  or  words  of power  that  will help solve 
his or  her future problem);  and  a bat t le  in which 
the hero(ine) and  the bad  guy will fight until  the 
hero(ine) wins a decisive victory.  

Characters 
Staff room stories revolve abou t  a "hero( ine)"  

and  his or  her in terac t ion  with the " b a d  guy,"  
who is the reason for his or  her  actions. The 
format  requires that  the s tory end with a s truggle 
in which the hero(ine) is victorious.  F o r  example ,  
dur ing  a conversa t ion  in the s taffroom which 
deal t  with clever teachers,  Eva, a Ma thema t i c s  
teacher  of 25 years experience, was admi r ing  
Rebecca,  saying that  she was very clever indeed. 
Because Rebecca  obvious ly  felt uneasy,  Eva  tr ied 
to correct  the impress ion  she had  inadver tan t ly  
given by saying that  even very clever teachers  
are not  immune  to failure in the class, and  then 
went  on to tell the fol lowing s tory:  

You can always fail, you know. Here is a story of 
how I failed once. In my class I had a student whose 
mother and sister were hospitalized. There were three 
more children in the house and the situation was very 
difficult. This was a very talented boy, but the 
situation at home influenced him, and in addition to 
everything else, he was a redhead (smiling), so he had 
a special temperament. I did not know about the 
whole situation and it did not cross my mind to check. 
The student behaved very badly. He was noisy, and 
I sent him out of the class. I was angry with him. I 
said some rash things. Nothing helped. I just made 
him angry; not really angry because he was very 
apathetic. One day it was too much, and I invited his 
father. The other teachers did not tell me anything, 
so when the father came and told me about the 
situation, it was a surprise to me. I understood then 
that I had to change my attitude. I had insulted him 
in a moment of anger; I had told him something very 
offensive. I began a new approach with him, I took 
him to the side and apologized and later in the lesson 
I did not notice his behavior anymore, and the student 
became a very good student. He is now a very good 
student, with a great deal of potential. 

In this s tory  the heroine discovered an enemy 
in her class. The enemy was the t roub l ing  be- 
hav ior  of the student.  The heroine  was t rying to 
fight, but  lack of in format ion  caused failure: the 
s tudent  d id  not  respond,  and  the enemy was still 
there. The heroine then tr ied a different ap-  
p r o a c h - i n v i t i n g  the father to come to a confer- 
ence. The father gave the necessary in format ion  
and  the war  of  the s tudent ' s  " s o u l "  began  again.  
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This time our heroine won and the student was 
restored to normal behavior. 

The Plot 
The story Eva told has predictable sequential 

narrative stages: 
1. The background- -The  description of the 

student and his background acts as an introduc- 
tion to the story. The poor  history of the family 
on one side and the teacher's ignorance on the 
other explain the conditions of the story. 

2. The p rob lem--The  student is disturbing the 
class, and he does not learn. The teacher cannot 
teach and she feels responsible for the student. 

3. Act ion--The teacher meets with the father. 
The father gives her information that enables the 
teacher to choose a better approach to the 
problem. 

4. The fight The teacher is fighting to win 
the student 's attention. With her new informa- 
tion, she wins, and the student is restored to good 
behavior. 

Both in Prop 's  model and the staffroom 
stories, we see the same characters. The hero(ine) 
and the bad guy are present, as well as other 
stereotypes whose function is to advance the plot, 
such as other teachers, parents, and students. 
The most interesting character in the staffroom 
stories is the bad guy. This is always a student 
or a group of students. They do not appear as 
complete villains, however, but as characters who 
are endowed with a combination of good and 
bad forces. The hero[ine] is fighting only the evil 
side of the student, and so the victory is not won 
by demolishing the whole student, but only by 
conquering the bad parts in him or her. 

The plot is also very similar to Prop 's  model. 
In all staffroom stories there are the background 
and the problem that the hero[ine] has to solve. 
The teacher does not just solve a problem, 
however, but must also define it, and this is the 
first difference from Prop 's  model. A second 
difference is that, in fables, the third stage in- 
volves a magic agent that helps the hero. In the 
staffroom stories there is no magic agent or any 
other supernatural element. Teachers are pres- 
ented as using their knowledge and experience 
and coping with problems with only their own 
human power. Therefore, while there is a great 
deal of similarity between Prop 's  model of the 
fable and staffroom stories, comparisons also 
reveal differences. 

These differences arise from the special char- 
acteristics of teachers: their practical attitude, 
and their ability to use their knowledge and 
experience to define problems and cope with 
complicated situations. The stories serve to re- 
inforce, as well as encourage, the importance of 
being practical, and of solving problems in a 
practical way. 

The Context  in Which the Stories Appear 

Generalization. Prop 's  model does not take 
context into consideration, however, this is im- 
portant  to the understanding of teachers' stories. 
Many stories appear after a very general sentence 
that describes a person's own way of looking at 
life or teaching as a whole experience. After the 
generalization comes a story that is supposed to 
describe a case that illuminates the generaliz- 
ation. In some cases, the connection between the 
generalization and the story is not straightfor- 
ward. For example: Zipi was cleaning chalk 
smudges from her bag, and said: 

I never leave chalk in the class. Once I came to a class 
with two pieces of chalk and I put them by the 
blackboard, I turned around and they had disap- 
peared. "Where is the chalk?" I asked. One boy got 
up and said; "I took it." "What do you need it for?" 
I asked; and he said; "To throw it, not on you, but 
on the other students." From that time on, I don't 
leave chalk in the class. 

When she finished the story the others reacted 
by accepting the idea, saying things like: "you 
always have to be careful," "never let them go 
over your head," and a chain of stories, all of 
which dealt with strange things students did in 
class. 

Here, the case of one student dictated a general 
mode of teacher behavior. Teachers appear to 
explain general points of view or attitudes with 
stories that are supposed to explain the reasons 
for them. Zipi used a single example to explain 
why she had to carry chalk with her all the time, 
dirtying her bag and clothes, because one student 
might throw chalk at his or her friends. The 
connection between the two par t s - - the  general- 
ization and the s tory-- is  a problematic one. 

Another example is Ida 's  story. Ida is a very 
experienced teacher who has been teaching phys- 
ics for more than 25 years. As she sat amongst 
her colleagues talking about retiring, she reflec- 
ted about her life as a teacher. 
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Values change according to age. When I was younger, 
I was full of enthusiasm. They gave me an extremely 
weak class and all the teachers in the staffroom 
laughed about the pupils. I took it personally. I was 
really hurt, and so I worked very hard to show the 
class that they could succeed. 1 explained everything 
six or seven times, until all of them understood. In 
the end it was a wonderful class. Five years ago they 
gave me another class like this, but I was too tired to 
deal with them; I did not have enough patience." 

There was a general discussion about patience, 
and another teacher told another story about 
not being able to teach difficult classes any more. 
She began it by saying, "Let  God forgive me, 
b u t . . . "  

Here the teacher begins her story with a 
generalization dealing with values and the fact 
that values change according to age. After the 
generalization, comes the story, which compares 
two ages, or two points of her life as a teacher. 
But instead of dealing with values, the story deals 
with qualities like enthusiasm and patience, and 
feelings like hurt. Here again, the generalization 
was made with only one case: that of the weak 
class. Again, we have some problems with the 
connection between the generalization and the 
story. 

Advice. Another context in which stories 
are told is problem solving: When one of the 
teachers says that he or she has a problem and 
is asking the others for help. The advice is given 
through a story that demonstrates a solution. 

Dina was a new teacher, she suspected that 
one of her students was cheating in his exams, 
but she could not prove it and did not know 
what to do. She asked Lea, the head of her 
department and an experienced teacher, for help. 
Dina saw Lea coming into the room and she 
took her aside to talk. 

Lea: You have to talk to them and not leave it in your 
stomach. Once I had such a case, so I invited the 
student to see me. I apologized for suspecting him in 
case he did not cheat, and then I asked him a lot of  
questions about the things he was supposed to have 
learned for the examination. It is true that after some 
time they do not remember so much, but you can get 
a general impression, and that is what I did. I knew 
then how much he really knew about the subject. 

Here the generalization is about talking with 
students and not leaving things to fester. Lea 
told a story from her own experience, and how 
she solved the problem Dina was having. This 

personal experience makes the advice better 
because it is not theoretical advice, but some- 
thing already tried in the classroom. The story 
begins with a generalization that stresses the idea 
of talking to the students. But the point of the 
story is the examination of the students--not 
really a discussion to air a problem--more like 
a different way to test the student's honesty and 
knowledge. Again, the generalization is made 
according to one case only--a  student Lea had 
"once." The same loose connections between the 
story and the generalization obtain. 

What is the meaning of these loose connections 
between the stories and the generalizations? 
What do they reveal about the teacher's knowl- 
edge and how it is connected to the features of 
the ideal teacher? A similar phenomenon-- the  
mixture of generalizations and examples was 
found by Mardle and Walker (1980, pp. 98-124) 
among teachers in England. Using Shutz's (1971) 
theory about commonsense knowledge to de- 
scribe this phenomenon, they suggested that this 
is an inconsistent mixture of assumptions, preju- 
dices, motives, facts, causes, and aims. They 
criticized the teacher's role, implying that be- 
coming a teacher creates some kind of defect in 
the thinking abilities, as if thinking illogically is 
a feature of the teaching experience. It seems as 
if one feature of the ideal teacher, as it is presented 
in staffroom stories, is having thinking problems. 
This sounds strange and unacceptable. Mardle 
and Walker point toward a very important idea, 
however-- that  of different kinds of knowledge--  
by suggesting that a teacher's knowledge is 
different from what we call empirical/analytical 
knowledge. 

Elbaz (1981, 1983) accepts the idea of different 
kinds of knowledge, but suggests a less negative 
approach. Instead of criticism, she stresses ob- 
jective description and "seeing and understand- 
ing the situation from the teacher's own perspec- 
tive" (1983, p. 4). She defines teachers' knowledge 
as "practical knowledge" which is devoted to 
specific situations. 

According to Elbaz, this is not a better or a 
lesser knowledge; it is just different. She ascribes 
no hierarchy to different kinds of knowledge. 
Furthermore, she says that teachers' practical 
knowledge is not just an accidental mixture, but 
an integration of different kinds of knowledge 
put together for a special need. Recently there 
has been a tendency to exchange the term 
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"practical knowledge" for the term "personal 
knowledge" (see, e.g., Goodson, 1992). 

The term personal knowledge is based on the 
idea that teachers' professional practices are 
embedded in wider life concerns. It stresses 
especially the private personal history and bi- 
ography of the teacher and how it is connected 
to his or her professional knowledge and to what 
he or she is doing in the class (Middleton, 1992). 
Knowles (1992) presented it as two approaches 
to teachers' professional knowledge: one stress- 
ing the individual teacher, and especially his or 
her personal life history, and the other stressing 
the role of the teaching experience and the 
importance of the contexts of teaching. This 
dichotomy seems a little strange since a teacher's 
professional knowledge includes both. Is teach- 
ing experience not a part of personal life history? 

In the next part of this paper I will use Elbaz's 
descriptive approach and the term "professional 
knowledge" to describe how some of these 
sources of teachers' professional knowledge ap- 
pear in teachers' stories, and they are part of the 
features of the ideal teacher, However, these 
theories ignore the problem of the relationship 
between the generalization and the special cases 
demonstrated in the stories recounted above. 

I would like to suggest that different kinds of 
knowledge have different kinds of rules. 
Teachers' professional knowledge is based on 
unique problems and the ability to solve them, 
which precludes the solution of one problem 
becoming a general rule. Generalization should 
be viewed as a very loose framework that may 
sometimes suggest a direction toward a solution. 
Such generalizations, although perhaps seeming- 
ly presented as laws, are just possibilities. 
Teachers do not mean to say that all their 
professional life they behave in only one way, 
but that, in this case, they learned something that 
might be useful for other situations in the future. 
The generalizations are therefore a kind of 
abstract expression. 

The stories and the generalizations are part of 
the teacher's professional knowledge, which is a 
part of the image of the ideal teacher. The stories 
present before the teachers the idea that the ideal 
teacher will use the relevant part according 
to situations that arise. Generalizations and 
examples can be presented side-by-side without 
the need to have a logical connection between 
them. Although it appears that the teachers' 

stories do not offer the sort of evidence one would 
expect in educational research, to teachers, them- 
selves, they appear very logical, exactly because 
of this loose connection. The stories present 
before the teachers some features of the image 
of the ideal teacher: the ideas of being practical 
and the teachers' professional knowledge. 

Functions 

By dealing with the content and subject matter 
of staffroom stories, it is possible to show an 
elaboration of some more features of the image 
of the ideal teacher, some of the sources of the 
teachers' professional knowledge, and the idea 
of control. In this part there are two elements of 
what I mean by the term function: the content 
of the stories and the functions of the stories. 
Both offer a deeper understanding of the image 
of the ideal teacher as presented in teachers' 
staffroom stories. 

Content 
Many staffroom stories deal with relations 

between the teacher and the students. An im- 
portant part of a story is a problem that arises 
and the teacher's ability to solve it. Professional 
knowledge includes different kinds of suggestions 
that the teacher can use while trying to solve a 
problem. These suggestions come from three 
sources: the teacher's own experience, other 
teachers in the staffroom, and the teacher's 
creativity. An example that shows all three 
sources together is a story that was told by Zipi, 
who had left her job as a chemical engineer in 
industry to become a teacher. At the time this 
story was recorded, she had been teaching chem- 
istry for 7 years. 

Listen, I have a mixed ability class and I gave them 
an examination in chemistry. The lower students 
failed--they got 40%, 5 0 % - - a n d  the higher students 
got higher marks. They told me (the other teachers) 
that it is better to do two different examinations (one 
for the lower level students and the other for the 
higher level students). So I prepared two examinations 
for them. When I came to class, they (the students) 
began to shout and to quarrel with me, saying that 
they do not  want two separate examinations. Do you 
understand this? So now I do something else, I prepare 
an examination that is 60% easy and 40% difficult 
for the stronger students. 
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The listeners express sympathy by saying how 
difficult it is to work with these classes. One of 
them told another story about how the principal 
wanted her to take such a class and she refused. 
Another said that there is a meeting about  these 
classes next week. 

In this situation, the teacher is defining a 
problem and then describing three different at- 
tempts to solve it. This is a mixed ability class 
and the teacher has the problem of creating the 
right examination for this group. She decides 
that the problem is in the structure of the exam. 
She wants to give a test that will enable all the 
students to pass. 

At the beginning, the teacher uses her own 
experience and tries a "regular" test. This fails 
because the lower level students cannot pass the 
exam. In the second attempt, the teacher gets 
advice from other teachers in the staffroom. This 
also fails because the students are against the 
idea of having two different exams. The third 
at tempt is her own idea. She mixes the first two 
concepts together, creating one examination that 
will not offend the lower level students, who felt 
humiliated by the separate, less rigorous test. The 
new exam is also designed to take these slower 
students into consideration enabling them to 
finish at least 60% of the examination. By trial 
and error, using her own experience, getting 
advice from others, and bringing forth her own 
creativity, the teacher solves the problem accord- 
ing to her specific situation. 

The function of the stories is to show the 
teachers from where the ideal teacher is getting 
his or her professional knowledge. The first source 
is their own experience. Only if this source fails 
do they turn to another source--their colleagues' 
experience. In both cases, the most important 
source of the teachers' professional knowledge is 
experience. However, the use of this experience is 
not so simple. Every case is unique; it is not just 
a repetition of the same experience again and again. 

The images of the ideal teacher stress that 
teachers have to define their problem according 
to their knowledge of the situation and then find 
the right solution and adapt  it to the specific 
situation. Sometimes an old solution fits a prob- 
lem, but sometimes they have to create a new 
solution or to change an old solution so that it 
will solve the problem. This sequence has to be 
repeated every time a teacher is confronted by 
a new problem. 

This process is presented as it demands cre- 
ativity, a very general term that has been used 
to include many different things. Simon (1988) 
and Csikszentmihalyi (1988), in the journal New 
ldeas in Psycholooy, engaged in an interesting 
discussion about  the meaning of creativity. While 
they both accepted the idea that it includes 
defining and solving problems in a new way, they 
differed over the extent to which this process 
defined it. Often creativity refers to the genius 
possessed by such extraordinary people as Dar- 
win or Leonardo da Vinci. But, if we examine 
it, we find that there is also another, everyday 
creativity exhibited by ordinary people like 
teachers. 

The stories present before the teacher the 
image of the ideal teacher as creative in his or 
her everyday work. This kind of creativity is not 
something earth-shaking, but is very limited, 
occurring in very specific situations. The image 
stresses the uniqueness of each class problem 
which forces teachers to find new solutions. 
Furthermore, the newness of the solutions is not 
being judged according to some general knowl- 
edge of solutions, but according to the experience 
of the teacher or the experience of his or her 
colleagues. If the solution is new to them it is 
being considered creative. 

What Are the Stories About? 
As mentioned before, teachers are the heroes 

and heroines of the stories, and the stories are 
presented according to the teacher's point of 
view. Teachers therefore always emerge as vic- 
torious. Mezada, an experienced teacher, told 
some of the young teachers in the staffroom: 

Somebody broke a window and they (the class) did 
not want to say who it was. One of the students said 
that he was not a "snitch," and the father of another 
told his child not to be a "snitch," so I asked her if 
someone was breaking something in her house if she 
would not go to the police. But it did not help and 
they did not tell me the name of the student (who 
broke the window). So I decided to give a lesson about 
this subject and at the end I asked them to give me 
anonymous notes and to write in them who broke 
the window, and two students pointed toward him, 
but the others said they did not know. 

The younger teachers did not appear to like the 
story, but did not dare to say so. After a moment  
of hesitation, one of them began to talk about 
taking her son to the doctor, and the others 
helped her to change the subject. 
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In this story, there is a conflict between the 
teacher and the students '  norms. The teacher 
thinks that if someone is damaging the school 
property it is the students'  responsibility to notify 
the teacher. The students think that school 
property is not their business and they have a 
very strong norm against telling the teacher 
about other students '  actions. The teacher is in 
a dangerous situation; she is alone against the 
entire class. She solves the problem by doing two 
different things while using the element of timing. 
First, she prepares the ground by giving a lesson 
that will explain her attitude to the class; then, 
when the impression is still fresh, she breaks the 
class unity by demanding anonymous answers. 
These answers enable her to push some of the 
students harder and anonymity offers a way for 
students to avoid confrontation with their class- 
mates. The teacher succeeds in getting the name 
of the guilty student and is able to punish him 
without a serious confrontation with the whole 
class. 

Ricki is a French teacher. She related a prob- 
lem another teacher had had. Ricki had tried to 
help this teacher and she told the others in the 
staffroom what she did. 

They began to throw apples at the blackboard. It was 
awful, really terrible, and the teacher was standing in 
the class. Every time he was bending to help some 
student they threw another apple. So he told me and 
I went there and told them that I knew who was 
throwing the apples and if they would come to me 
and confess, their punishment would be easier. So in 
the recess these two students came and wanted to talk 
to me. 

Other teachers expressed sympathy for the poor 
teacher, stressing his old age as a reason for his 
inability to control the class. 

Ricki had to show to the students that they 
could not humiliate teachers, but, discussing the 
subject with the whole class might have given 
them an opportunity to complain against their 
teacher and to thus excuse their behavior. Ricki 
did not want this confrontation. She preferred 
to deal with two guilty students alone without 
the power of the whole class behind them. She 
used a little lie and a temptation together to 
discover the wrongdoers and to talk only with 
them, Ricki was saving some of the other 
teacher's pride and was continuing to control 
her own class as well. 

A central theme in both stories is that of 
control. The teachers have to control the situ- 
ation because that is their job; no teacher can 
function without controlling the students (Kou- 
nin, 1970). This is another feature of the image 
of the ideal teacher which they present through- 
out the stories: a basic necessity without which 
teachers cannot work. Control has two meanings 
in the staffroom. First, there is what Willower 
(1971) refers to as the simple fact that nothing 
can be gained in a classroom without being able 
to control the students. From this viewpoint, 
control is presented as a norm a practical way 
to deal with the work. 

But, there is a second way to look at con- 
t ro l - -as  a value in itself. A school is a small 
world with a special order of things. In this order, 
there is a hierarchy in which teachers and 
students each have a special place. It is a part 
of this hierarchy that the teachers will control 
the students and their behavior. This is the right 
order of things how it should be. So, control 
from this viewpoint is not just a norm, a practical 
way to do things in school, but is also a value 
teachers believe in. For this reason, teachers 
sometimes see the value of control as so para- 
mount that other values, such as honesty, are 
considered less important. 

The main function of these stories, therefore, 
is to present to the teachers a teacher's view of 
teaching, and especially the image of the ideal 
teacher. The ideal teacher believes in the import- 
ant value of control. The ideal teacher should 
get control by using his or her professional 
knowledge. This professional knowledge has 
three main sources: the teacher's experience, the 
experience of colleagues, and the teacher's own 
creativity. The ideal teacher is seen as using all 
three sources to solve problems. 

Conclusion 

Every life experience story has two different 
stages: narrative event and the narrated event 
(Bauman, 1986). The narrated event happens in 
the classroom while the teacher is alone doing 
his or her work. There, in the class, the teacher 
has to define the problems and solve them. The 
narrative event happens in the staffroom while 
the teachers sit with their colleagues and tell their 
stories to each other. Thus it is a social situation 
which has a social meaning. Why are these stories 
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so important? What  are their functions? 
From the examples presented in this paper, it 

can be seen that what teachers tell each other in 
this staffroom are the features of the image of 
the ideal teacher. An attempt has been made to 
analyze some of these features as they appeared 
in the stories. 

Telling the story is a way to create the com- 
monly accepted, hidden norms and values of the 
school. Hargreaves (1984) shows how school staff 
create a common definition of what is considered 
"normal ."  This definition is created by giving 
comic, exaggerated descriptions of unwanted 
possibilities so as to defend and justify the 
teacher's own view without articulating it. The 
stories in this staffroom have the same function: 
They create the image of the ideal teacher, and 
through this image they maintain a consensus 
of the school culture. The image of the ideal 
teacher, its norms and values are the common 
creation of the teachers'  stories. 

It is important  to note that the ideal teacher 
is only a fiction, because it is created through 
stories and not in the class. In the stories, teachers 
tried to represent themselves according to what 
they thought would be the best they could do. 
The teaching situation makes it impossible for 
the teacher to know what really happened in the 
class, so the fiction serves as a compass to the 
teachers in the staffroom. 

The stories are therefore part of teacher's 
socialization to their group. Lacey (1977) says 
that the lack of formal communication between 
teachers has created an informal communication 
net which is centered in the staffroom. This net 
has a lot of power over the socialization of 
teachers in the staffroom, and the stories are an 
important  part  of this process. The hidden norms 
and values thus revealed in the stories can then 
become general without really being discussed 
seriously. 

However, other modes of conversation also 
contribute to socialization in the staffroom. For 
example, teachers describe methods they use in 
their class, or "tr icks" to control the students. 
Meetings are sometimes devoted to the presen- 
tation of new ways that one of the teachers has 
applied in his or her class, or gossip between the 
teachers about those who can or cannot "hold 
the class". The image of the ideal teacher in these 
encounters is very similar to the image appearing 
in the stories. 

When I presented this paper to the teachers 
of the school, I asked them why they tell the 
stories and what meaning they had for the 
speakers and listeners. All of them thought that 
the things written here are correct. Some of them 
wanted to stress the need teachers had to get 
feedback about their work. They also stressed 
the necessity for confidence between the teller 
and the listeners. Telling stories in the staffroom 
is also an act of mutual help and mutual confi- 
dence that a group of teachers create among 
themselves. 

The stories and the image of the ideal teacher 
they present are part of the teachers'  professional 
culture as it appears in the staffroom. The image 
of the ideal teacher helps them to know what is 
expected of them and what the values and norms 
of the "good teacher" are. By telling stories, they 
create and present all this to themselves, and 
they reinforce it. 
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