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Abstract

What do homeschooling, public school, leisure studies, and factors such as freedom pf choice
trust, and competence have in common? | have been asking myself this question for over a
decade now. Or, rather, not so much what do they have in common but where do they intersect
and overlap and how do they relate to each other? Looking to explore the relationshges betw
these factors and understand those relationships in more detail, for my doctortdttiase
undertook this autoethnographic study to explore my own learning experiences in tventliffe
settings while looking through the lens of leisure studies scholarship. Embtiaeipgrtial,
subjective, and personal nature of autoethnography of this sort | hope that thisareskray
personal experiences in a rich and evocative manner while also examiningkmohgxthese
experiences within a broader sociocultural framework through engagentlemhyvacademic
background in leisure studies. In particular, my reflections led me to disguksiimpact and
importance of competence, sense of freedom, and relationships within thes®leapg@riences
and how the form and sociological function of school can impact both lived experiences and
conceptualizations of learning and development.
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Working my way through three degrees in leisure studies over the past teriwgears |
been drawn back, time and time again, to the social psychological and sociologicaltexplafr
human experience. More specifically, over the course of my studies, whersoligdusits and
benefits of leisure experiences I've often thought back to my childhood learmgiagesces and
reflected upon my time as both an unstructured homeschooler and a student in a traditional
school, drawn to the intersection of concepts we discussed in class (i.e. freedomeyf choic
autonomy, structure, motivation, self determination, self actualization and bptiman
experiences) existing in different capacities in both of those settirtgke Wany leisure
scholars have focused their attention on work and how our conceptualizations and expafriences
work and leisure contrast, compliment, or compete with each other, | have not founidma simi
body of work exploring childhood version of work, that of school or primary learningg=tti
leaving me curious about the various intersections and overlaps | see betweerettseda a
particular, in classes studying the social psychology of leisure and the pitey @ind creativity
in development | found myself wondering about the role of these kinds of factors iamunde
environments, how different experiential traits might impact our learning andhigow t
segmentation of life into different categories (i.e. school/learning vérsugst of life) might
change or impact our experiences and conceptualizations of learning and dexelopme

These reflections have led to me ask what would happen if | were to turn my leisure
scholar’s eye to examine and explore this area? What insight could my unigbiexgstriences
offer regarding experiences of learning settings and the culture within vieiglo¢cur? How

could my story, a counter-narrative experienced by someone who was at once aumisater



outsider, depending on your perspective, offer a new avenue from which to explorewdiscurs
cultural conceptualizations and assumptions? What could be learned by breaking down the
traditional objective barriers between spheres of life and looking at leanpegences the
same way we look at leisure activities? How do experiential traits discunskssure literature
play out, inform and influence experiences of learning within broader lifexdefite

For decades now leisure scholars have explored the relationship between tswalocul
factors and personal experiences through constructs such as definitionspectatson,
relationships, barriers and the conceptual division of work and leisure actxpeséences (e.g.
Guignon & Aho, 2010; Henderson, 2000; Rojek, 1995; Shaw, 1994; Veal, 2004; Voss, 1967).
Others in this field have turned to the internal realm and focused on the benefisuoé-lée’
experience, discussing the importance of internal experientialgtaibsas self-determination,
adjustable challenge, autonomy, personal meaning and intrinsic motivation (e.qg.
Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Delle Fave & Massimini, 2003; Haworth, 2004; Iso-Ahola & Manne
2004; Martin, 2010; Neulinger, 1981; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Warr, 1987). And outside of the field
of leisure studies, psychology scholars have looked at the inclusion of some ‘ligisuraits in
school programs citing the benefits students experience through such outcomeesaaed
engagement, internal locus of control and ‘deeper’ learning (e.g. Csikszegtp#ibap; Jang,
Reeve, & Deci, 2010; Kristjansson, 2013; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2009; Shernoff
& Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). What | have found missing in these studies, howevinkis a
between these areas of research, overlapping the internal personaineegseanigh the
sociocultural discussion of school as an institution in our society; | would like tatlofer
project as a small step in this direction as | look at my personal experamtedat they have

to say about their sociocultural context. | believe that taking the ‘frui€isfire scholarship, our



understanding of different kinds of experiences, the outcomes of different kindseoieexes,
and how sociocultural perceptions shape and influence these experiences, and tpplyody
of knowledge to primary learning settings will potentially offer a nexggective on how we
experience, engage with and conceptualize learning.

Broadly speaking | began this study looking at the entirety of an experielace a
subjective and fluid expression as well as the presence and/or absence etfyafaxperiential
factors or traits prominent in the leisure literature such as: freedom oé¢chersonal
satisfaction/meaning, autonomy, intrinsic motivation, and creativity. By lookipgriokthe
traditional definitions of leisure activities and applying leisure themother experiences,
breaking down the barriers of objective classification to look at matters ofaton, choice,
empowerment, and structure in different settings, | hope to engage you,day nean
exploration of human experience. And by exploring these features of experiefe@sing
settings, conversely, | also hope to explore our understanding of learning settinigaraing
itself within its sociocultural context.

It is my intention that this paper, this work, appeals to a broad range of reatidesitW
is a project undertaken as a degree requirement, | believe that the content agd &ingli
relevant to members of the public outside the academy and am writing with the haopgnthat
an audience spanning these two fields, holding up to academic scrutiny while ngmaini
accessible and interesting to those more interested in the application and usmafdha in
practice.

With this goal in mind | would like to encourage you, whomever you are, to engage with
this paper as best suits your needs. If you are here looking for a first-ltanehaof

unstructured homeschooling, please feel free to skip ahead to that section. If, on tharather



you are like myself, a grad student looking for examples of ‘less thandreditmethodological
approaches, you'll probably want to skip the literature review and head straight tethodsh
section. I've arranged the chapters in this paper such that they make sensath toehe best
of my knowledge, meet the needs of my first audience, my committee and ceiesighe
university, but as an interpretivist writer who sees your experience readingaper as a crucial
component of your understanding of the material, | do hope that you will actively coyminler
reading process in the shaping of that understanding.

While many different approaches could be used to explore this subject, my own unique
perspective that combines my experiences in childhood with my current undergtainitie
academic literature surrounding this subject matter offers a distiruf is@terial for this study.
Personal experiences offer a wide range of material to be unpacked and exauthjmedés
case, not only is my childhood/adolescence relatively unique but my work in thisraneghtout
my adult life has placed me at a unique position from which | can look back and explore those
experiences. Being able to offer you, my reader, a rich, detailed and echbedcription of my
experiences as well as being able to apply my academic/reseandpercpige regarding the
relating areas of literature through autoethnographic methods (Ellis, 2069ARAMS, &
Bochner, 2010), not to mention my capacity to also explore long-term impacts of these
experiences, this project stands to add a distinct voice to the discussion regduidatmpe
reform.

Describing this kind of work, Adams, Ellis and Bochner (2010) argue that
autoethnographic personal narratives offer a unique approach to research tisatthalow
researcher and, through reflection in response to the work, her readers to maké thensewn

life stories by both exploring experiences using ethnographic praatiddsearing witness to the



lived experience of the episodes being examined. Challenging conventionethdsseefs
regarding generalization and segmentation of knowledge from experienceandI|Bochner
(2006) describe the goal of this type of autoethnography as, “...to open up conversations about
how people live, rather than close down with a definitive description and analytioetdse
about the world as it 'truly’ exists outside the contingencies of languagelame” (p. 435).
For this project, wanting to understand how it felt to live in those different expes

and how matters of structure played out within them, the richness and engagedfature
autoethnography seems like a natural fit as,

...[IInstead of being obsessively focused on questions of how we

know, which inevitably leads to a preference for analysis and

generalization, autoethnography centers attention on how we

should live and brings us into lived experiences in a feeling and
embodied way (Ellis & Bochner, 2006, p. 438).

The nature of autoethnography will allow me to engage with my own experience in a
dialectic manner, challenging how I think and write about my own life and thargdacking
and exploring different facets of my experience to get at the deepis,db@unsaid reactions
and the personal meanings, in a manner unlike that of more ‘conventional’ qualitethadm
(Ellis, 2009). The other side of that process, meanwhile, allows me to look out from threapers
insights and locate the experiences, and my new understanding of them, withinura cult
context within which they occurred. The ‘looking in and looking out’ process in
autoethnographic work asks not only ‘what happened’ but also ‘what does that mean’ pushing the
researcher to discuss the significance and meaning of experiertiegrilem to broader
topics, themes and understandings (Wall, 2006). For this work, | am looking forward to
exploring my experiences in both learning settings and gaining insight into how thegrmay
may not, reflect or reject sociocultural understandings and perspectivedimgdearning,

school and education.



While this type of exploration can occur in other types of research, using
autoethnographic techniques | will be processing and reflecting on my own shafiedlde
able to do so with the primary ‘participant’ in a much more direct and personal manner,
understanding the connections and relations in a much more intimate way and thferaixy af
different type of insight into the experiences lying at the heart of this @lidy; 2009). Using
my own experiences, therefore, it is my hope that the autoethnographic gaze, haakirzgnd
forth from personal experience to the cultural context within which it occurrésl, @04), will
offer my readers both rich description of the experiences themselveslijs.&. Bochner, 2006)
as well as distinct insight into the broader cultural issues at play in thissdien (e.g. Chang,
2008; Ellis, 2004).

Embracing the subjective, fluid and partial nature of autoethnographic resebischt(
al., 2010; Wall, 2006), the purpose of this study is twofold: first of all, to explore and share my
experiences of primary learning settings with my readers and illuntimarech emotional lived
experiences of these settings via expressive, evocative autoethnographg; amid, secondly,
to use my experiences as a foundation for a critical discussion of theseftliped experiences
in structured and unstructured primary learning settings, examining both domihardlc
beliefs and my own assumptions through a lens of leisure studies theory. By conapali
contrasting my experiences in these settings | will explore not only thenpeesf different
experiential traits in different experiences, but also how these diffepsrg of experiences in
different settings can be used as a dialectic tool to engage and exploreuts digtourses
surrounding learning and the settings within which it occurs.

The nature of this kind of autoethnographic work is such that the work evolves and

develops as it goes (Richardson & St Pierre, 2005), which made it difficult toosaytfe outset



where it would take me in terms of specific themes and substantive content, the whiole poi
being to explore the narratives and see what they illuminate. For the sa&etpfacid giving
some direction to my work, however, | started off this project using the followingjapgesas
focal points to orient both myself and my readers on this journey and found them helpful

throughout the process whenever | found myself lost or unsure of where to step next.

Guiding research questions:

1) Looking at a personal and emotional level, what was the experience of dyternal
driven and internally-driven traits in both structured and unstructured learning enentsm
How did it feel to move from one type of experience to the other? Was there ovaHapygies
of experiences in the two different periods of my life? When did these overlapsaodcwas
my experience of them different in the different settings? How did the aradtslifferent
experiences in each setting impact how | felt, related to, and experienceddeard school?

2) What insight does my analysis of my experiences offer with regard to eunatul
discourse surrounding learning, education and structure? How does the comparison of my
experiences in the two different settings relate to other literature sa tihgics? Do my
experiences reflect, reject and/or redirect cultural understandingssamdm®ns regarding
these topics?

The first question is largely answered, | hope, by the autoethnographic narrative
snapshots. It is my hope that in reading these vignettes you will not only sharexpeniences
vicariously but also be called back to your own learning experiences, reflentthgm and how
they might compare and/or contrast with my experiences and the content of tfehisspaper

exploring them. The second question is addressed in the last three chaptened@sbiexplore



and reflect upon my experiences from the vantage point of my current understandingg fra
them theoretically, and discussing the broader cultural context of this worklagea im
particular, in my discussion chapter | will explore the common threads thatestirfamy
experience of writing about and reflecting on the narratives, highlightengebccurring
elements that relate my experiences in the learning settings to speptve on the related
literature in leisure and sociology of education.

Having thus laid out the general roadmap of this journey for you, my dear readler,
forge ahead and move on to the substantive landscape that makes up the contextwaliram
my understanding of the various fields related to this study. Once we share atantlileg of
the conceptual background I'm working with (chapter two) | will walk you thinang
methodological approach and just how this study unfolded (chapter three), giving yawthe
after explaining the what and why. Following those chapters explaining trextohthe study,
you will find my autoethnographic narrative exploring my experiences in thelitferent
learning settings (chapter four) which is itself followed by my réfhecupon and discussion of
what I've learned from this process (chapter five). We’ll wrap thingsitlpasconclusion
section (chapter six) in which | will further discuss the sociocultural sigmi€e of what I've
learned as well as my vision for future research in this area.

As | mentioned above, | hope that in reading this paper you also reflect upon your ow
similar experiences and when/how they agree or disagree with my owretltteyg | cannot
directly engage with you in a dialectic manner but hope that you will beabgetthis paper as
an foundation for your own dialogue, much as | am using this study, to interrogate both our
widely accepted societal perspectives as well as your own thoughts andandiegsregarding

learning in different settings.



| lie in bed, snuggled down under the heavy duvet, tucked in my own bubble of warmth as |
nuzzle into the pillow and close my eyes. My thoughts wander briefly over the day and | am
drifting towards sleep when they land on schoolwork.

Eff.

In an instant am | fully awake again and feel the burn of stress deep in my gut. It never
completely goes away these days but at moments like this my active thoughts beaatbeath
glimmering embers and it flares up again bright and hot and sharp. | don’'t notice how shallow
my breaths become until | feel my shoulders creeping up to my ears and have to force them to
relax again, suddenly aware of my physiological reaction to the thought of my dissertation.

EFFF.

| curse my brain for reminding me, and myself for not getting more work done today.

Recognizing a less-than helpful reaction, | try to derail that train of thought with a change
of focus. Okay, so | didn’t get enough done today. What stopped me, what can | do tomorrow?
Ignoring my attempt to rationalize them away, my thoughts insist on whipping my anxiety higher
as | reflect on today’s date and the impending deadlines for my dissertation. My dissertation.
EFFEFFEFFEFF.

Breathe.

| turn over and lie flat on my back, closing my eyes and stretching out my legs into the cool
section of blankets at the bottom of the bed.

The dissertation. Even thinking of it in general terms forces a sharp spike in the panic now
lodged resolutely somewhere between my ribs and my gut. It reaches up to tighten a hand
around my throat. | swallow past it, forcing it back down.

Stop it.

I’'m still working away at my paper, trying somehow to find a way to write creatively and
evocatively and yet also make it work as a dissertation, as something that satisited my f
degree requirement. Why is this so damned hard?

That answer is easy when | stop to think about it: | don’t have an effing clue what I'm
doing.

And | know that's part of all this, that grad students do dissertations to learn how to do a
study, that’s kind of the whole point of grad school, isn't it? But with this stuff, with
autoethnography and all this ‘non-traditional’ approach stuff | feel more lost, more adrift, than
when I've worked on other types of research.

This line of thought is slowly calming me down and | try not to notice lest | draw my
attention back to the anxiety fuel once again. My thoughts are no longer racing but I'm no closer
to sleep as | allow myself to explore what'’s really at the root of my struggle.

Maybe it's just me. Maybe I'm too tied up in what I've always done to be able to do this.
That thought sneaks in when I'm not paying attention and a disappointed sadness settles in next
to the burn of anxiety.

1 Throughout this document you will find these sections labeled ‘Scerie:wtich | will share with you a more creative expression explangigxperiences working through
the process of this work. Building from Richardson’s (1995) ideabafing our writing stories to help give further insight into oarknas well as Ellis and Bochner’s (Elis,
2000; 2004, Elis & Bochner, 2006) examples of reflecting on the work evig's aresented, | hope that these pieces will bring you closerderstanding my mindset and how

this work came to be in its current form.



| want this to be easy. | want to be the free-spirited intellectual who effortésabiraces
the experimental and challenging world of non-traditional research, weaving narratives and
citations together in a breathtaking, heartbreaking, expression that resonates and engages
everyone lucky enough to come across it.

But I'm not.

I’'m an anxiety-ridden, neurotic, and highly self-critical bag of stress and worry who can’t
let go of what | know long enough to reach for what I really want.

| lie there in bed cursing and soothing myself in turn and gradually sleep begins to dissolve
the edges of my thoughts.

| feel myself starting to drift off and | wander into a metaphor, finding myself standing
alone in a wood. The canopy overhead rustles in a cool breeze as | look around the untouched
forest surrounding me. The silent trees stretch off in all directions, browns and greensyand gre
melding into an organic panorama. Individual trunks reach up from their firm bed of roots
towards the open blue sky above. It's just me out here and | both love it and am deeply
frightened by it. | love the freedom and openness, the personal space | have to move and explore
and do whatever else | want. | can shout as much as I like, or sing or dance naked under the full
moon. Except that | can’t. | can't just roam around out here doing whatever | want, | have
somewhere to be, | have a destination waiting for me, a date with convocation and a desire to
create something concrete out of my time out here.

The problem always has been, | realize, that | have no idea where I'm actually trying to
go. And, on top of that, there is no path to help me figure that out. There are no roads here.
There aren’t even any signs or trail markers nailed to trees. This is what | want, loffangé
my own path, but | haven't the foggiest idea of how to do that when it really comes down to it.

Somehow, however, in this halfway place between waking and sleeping, that doesn’t bother
me as much as it did a minute ago. The beauty of the woods, the rich smell of earth and green,
the feeling of the warmth of a tree under the rough bark beneath my hand, it's... fantastic. | don’t
want to leave, | know that there is much to see here, many new insights to be found, | just need to
get my feet under me and get moving.

I’'m still anxious, there is a darkness here, both a seductive draw to just play and roam,
ignoring my destination, wherever it is, and the opposing appeal to call for help and airlift
myself away back to a safer spot with nicely lined paths and previously paved trails, and both
options are equally enticing and just as equally not what | want.

So | stand still, drifting off to sleep as | breathe in the soft rich scents, knowing that it's not
time for me to move yet but that the day is drawing ever closer, that I'm slguiynd out just
what | want to do out here.

10



With regard to this project | have read a great deal of materiahgetatmy topic
and feel that it is important that my readers understand the broader groundingestpecpve
and where my thoughts were from the outset of this project with regard to my &rplarzd
analysis, not to mention the gaps in the literature which I hope this work will help Wifiiout
overwhelming you with detail and too much discussion of various topics at this point of the
study, | hope to share the wide range of material upon which | built my approach to the
autoethnographic analysis so that you can follow that path with me, tracing mhthaad
walk you through the process. With this goal in mind | am presenting you witblliwihg
review of related material in the hopes of both orienting you to the existingureréhe
relevance of this area of study, and my own perspective regarding thet soiter.

I’'m going to start by offering you a sociocultural context for this work, itogplat the
social foundation for school, that of work, looking at how industrialization contributed to the
social institutionalization of learning and school in its current form. My exjiboraf work lead
me back to leisure, talking about leisure-like experiences in work settings dmehtfds to be
found by blurring the lines between types of experiences, not to mention the process of
examining experiences themselves and considering states of mindhathprst categorized,
time designations and activities. From there | will turn your attentidmetditerature discussing
school as a social institution, the branch of sociology studying school within our broader
sociocultural narrative, discussing its enduring features and role in ourysAai@then finally,

after discussing traditional school programs we will then explore the adeeofsmy
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experiences as | share with you a brief overview of the research explonmegthooling,
looking at trends in research and the general lack of experiential exploratios iottliasingly

popular ‘alternative’ approach to education.

Coming into this study, one area | was interested in was exploring the réigiions
between school and work in our society. A relationship characterized by rolespeathérns
(i.e. school teaches us skills needed for adult work) and universal school traith{ia.as a
constrained, externally driven experience), | was curious to compare my lesaineds
homeschooling experiences with those in the traditional setting centerimgl#tisnship as a
potential focal point or orienting intersection. Before jumping into my autoethnograpting,
therefore, | explored the academic foundation of the principles of work asahiaetitution and

its relation to our leisure studies literature.

To start at the beginning, with modern industrialization came the need foeayder
standardized and measured time to maintain workplace order, efficiency andigiyduc
(Applebaum, 1998; Foucault, 1977; Glennie & Thrift, 1996; Veal, 2004). This mechanized,
decentralized mass production in factories required standardized and consistestly obe
scheduling of time telling workers when to start and when to stop based upon the somewhat
abstract designation of time of day, rather than the completion of a task or theategsles,
and thereby drew distinct lines between ‘work’ and non-work in our daily lives (Applebaum
1998; Guignon & Aho, 2010; Parker, 1972; Veal, 2004). This separation of work from the rest of

life was echoed in the development of public schooling which, for the first timeategar
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‘learning time’ from the rest of life for the majority of childrengeBowles & Gintis, 1976;
2002; Prentice, 1977). Not only mirroring the division of life experiences, wide-spread publ
education in structured programs worked to,

...prepare people for adult work rules, by socializing people to

function well, and without complaint, in the hierarchical structure

of the modern corporation. Schools accomplish[ed] this by what

we called the correspondence principle, namely, by structuring

social interactions and individual rewards to replicate the
environment of the workplace (Bowles & Gintis, 2002, p. 1).

As a social mirror, or perhaps shadow, school, therefore, represented a work-like sphe
in children’s lives functioning to both support and measure their development as westieas f
specific skills needed for industrialized workers, drawing my attentioa@sure and education
scholar, to this intersection of function and role.

Many leisure scholars have expressed a calling for more integration andéahd a
blending of the best traits of leisure with the necessary participation in wibek. [iilding on
the work of Warr (1987), who found that certain, predominantly leisure-like, traits (i
opportunity for control, opportunity for skill use/development, externally genegatdd,
variety, environmental clarity, availability of money, physical seguopportunity for
interpersonal contact, and valued social position) contributed to mental health in all
environments, several other authors have argued that in order to maximize our healtiessappi
and productivity we should be altering our conceptions of work to include more leigure-I
attributes. These authors specifically noted the benefits of freedom oé ¢baic Iso-Ahola &
Mannell, 2004; Martin, 2010; Zuzanek, 2004), personal satisfaction (e.g. Haworth, 2004; Martin,
2010; Warr, 1987), personal agency and autonomy (e.g. Ryan & Deci, 2000; Stebbins, 2004),
intrinsic motivation (e.g. Iso-Ahola & Mannell, 2004), creativity (e.g. DEb&e & Massimini,

2003) and flow-like experiences involving the balance of skill and challenge amondactoes
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(e.g. Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Delle Fave & Massimini, 2003; Martin, 2010).I¢leased upon
this research, leisure-like traits could be argued to be beneficial componentsato éwxparience
in all areas of life as well as workplace/school.

Applying his flow theory to education, Csikszentmihalyi and colleagues have didcuss
various implications for optimization of experiences in education (e.g. Csiksbahyi, 2002,
2006; Kristjansson, 2013; Shernoff & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). Discussed widely insinele
studies literature, this theory, simply put, posits that human beings experienceraah statte of
arousal when activities have clearly defined goals, offer immediatibdek and strike a balance
between personal skill and the level of challenge found in that activity (€siiksihalyi,
Abuhamdeh, & Nakamura, 2005). While in this state of ‘flow’, Csikszentmihalyi (1990)
maintains, we can experience a fluctuating combination of the followingrésathyper focus of
attention, full concentration, complete involvement/engagement, merging of aution a
awareness (‘going on autopilot’), a freedom from anxiety over the possibifig§afe, lack of
self-consciousness, a distortion of time (moments may crawl by whifte gatines or events are
over before we realize it), and a general autotelic attraction to ikigyafthe activity is seen as
its own reward). Applying this branch of positive psychological theory to edacaeveral
authors have discussed how schools can increase student engagement anwsdtistaeating
flow-conducive settings including student-driven activities, group work, emotioppbst and
variable, individual levels of challenge (e.g. Bassi, Steca, Delle, Baaprara, 2006;
Kristjansson, 2013; Bassi & Delle Fave 2011; Shernoff & Csikszentmihalyi, 2008 these
programs were found to increase student engagement and involvement in learning, | atze not
found any research that explored the actual lived experience of the students, wihierei$ see

my work bridging the gap between the more psychologically focussed, limiietlear
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outcome-oriented education work and the experiential exploration of leisurechegdsach |

will now expand up on.

$# %& '

Another thread of the leisure studies literature that called to me in preparitnis work
is that which explores the personal subjective, fluid, and multifaceted exgeokleisure as
well as their complex relationship(s) with their social context(s). Regithe categorization of
life experiences and specific activities, Neulinger approached his stlgigure from a ‘state of
mind’ perspective, focusing on specific individual experiences and the relagiaishiternal
(i.e. payoffs or consequences) and internal (i.e. personal motivation) factors cimgfttit@n
individual’s perception of that experience (Neulinger, 1981). Expounding the idea $hat lei
experiences occur in a range of settings and fluctuate depending on margndifidividual
variables, Neulinger proposed a kind of continuum in which individual experiences could be
located but within which they might move at any time, depending on the perception of the
individual(s) involved.

Within his typology describing different variations of experiences on a-lewsure-job
continuum, Neulinger (1981) called for what he described as a ‘molar’ appoositiuying
leisure experiences. Contrasting ‘atomic’ or ‘molecular’ isolataetHwaused psychological
studies, Neulinger argued for examination of broader patterns of expetieatedsin
individual lives rather than cutting single facets out of their lived contexitifg the idea of a
work/leisure (or non-leisure/leisure) dichotomy, Neulinger (1981) believed that,

Once we follow through... on the implications of a state of mind

conception of leisure, we are forced to give up the work-leisure
dichotomy. We then find ourselves suddenly confronting not just a

15



part of a person’s day, a section of life, but all of it, the total sphere
of human activities (p. 140).

This conceptualization of leisure as a kind of human experience, one part of the broader

story of our lives, rather than an allotment of time or designated groupingwties; was one
of the facets of leisure studies that first captured my attention: explarimmeoceptions of our
experiences and how different factors can influence those perceptions, not to nention t
experiences themselves. Countless other authors have engaged this perspbeiivieisure
studies, looking at how emotional investment, expectations, goals, settirggjoafand/or a
host of other individualized factors can impact our experiences and the meaning theyouwold |
lives (e.g. Csikszentmihalyi, Graef, & Gianinno, 2014; Mannell et al., 1988; Pagn®Good &
Lashua, 2004; Patterson, Watson, Williams, & Roggenbuck, 1998; Porter, lwasaki, & Shank,
2010; Stewart, 1998). Calling for individualized, contextualized research, Stewar} ér§9&d
that,

If the depiction of leisure is a lived experience with temporal and

spatial qualities, then assessments need to be sensitive to evolving

situational contexts and embedded experiences and meanings. To

recognize that an individual's leisure experiences emerge from

interactions with situational contexts, is to recognize a personal

story. The stories are lived and re-told; both the living and the

telling are relevant targets for research, yet neither has a strong
tradition of appreciation within the leisure literature (p. 396).

This thread in our collective tapestry of study weaves directly through ent intth
this paper. In both writing the autoethnographic snapshots themselves anchgetlpoti them
within a theoretical framework, | am seeking to expand my understandingsefgpecific
experiences, the different traits and facets of the experiences, and tueilbocl context within
which they occurred.

With these works in mind, | began this study with a critical eye, wantingdtlenge the

work-like traditional school structures but from a distinct perspective, askiageise we could
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learn about school and learning if we stopped to look at learning in different s#itoggh the
lens of leisure studies with our attention tuned to the contextual and fluid lived experienc

particularly as it intersected with specific experiential traits

# ! # $

Having thus explored the leisure experience literature, | will turn yoemtadh to one of
the two settings that will offer material for my autoethnographic study afwmyexperiences,
that of school. Looking to the broader cultural context again, the sociology of edudatiature
unpacks the institutional identity of school, and its role in our society. Through mysiisto$
a small slice of this literature | hope to share with you my understanding ohleadhigin and
nature of school’s structure and form, a key element of this project as | hope to |dakrooty

own experiences to the sociocultural context within which they happened.

In looking at this study, | wanted to share with you two reoccurring concepts fotimal i
sociology of education literature that are used to explain the structure of mdueoissnd
their role in society: isomorphism and credentialism. According to mymgadithe literature,
these two concepts underpin school’s role in our society by maintaining certaimtiall
schools, and thereby confirming their identity, and offering us a standard metiduchywe
can determine individual capacity and capability which, in turn, cements the ingoda
school as a social institution. For this work | find these ideas particularly tamp@s they help
us understand how and why school remains in its current form in our society deépfita ca

reform dating back over a century (e.g. Dewey, 1902; Hall & Dennis, 1969; Neill,.1937)
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The concept of credentialism appears to have been largely accepted as rzatiorpfiar
the pervasive dominance of formal education in the modern era (e.g. Beattie, 200Gt Bidw
2001; Brown, 2001; Nagy, 2000). This perspective locates the major social use of education in
preparing, sorting and labelling students rather than fostering gemeexiences or abilities
(Collins, 1979). In a credentialist society, emphasis is placed on completing, setdbke actual
learning process, as employers use educational credentials as a sottiggph which to base
their hiring decisions even when the job in question does not require most of the sulgdct-bas
competencies related to obtaining the credential itself (Guile, 2003)chAs i this modern
social model, value is placed upon skills, abilities and temperamental tragdlalaastudents to
succeed within the structured formal education model, the same traits requitezlrfaydern
work world: specialized skills, basic literacy, obedience, ability to followuntons, and
response to externally driven motivational factors (Brint, Contreras, &#latt, 2001). It
would appear, therefore, that the modern school program is indeed a logical companion to the
modern work-world but what is not explained by credentialism alone is the gsoenalrphic
structure of the school. If the final product, the credentials, are what is npustamt, why don’t
schools show more variety in how they process students towards that end goal?

Finding its roots in the industrial modern age, sociologists argue that thergnduri
isomorphic design of the modern school program is directly related to the bitangiure of the
educational “product” (e.g. McEneaney & Meyer, 2000; Meyer, 1977; Meyer, 2001y Meye
Rowan, 1978). While factories can track and measure inputs, outputs, and the quality af finishe
products to prove their efficiency, multiple intersecting environmental factot$o mention
different experiences within the classroom, make it almost impossible to lppavefficient

schools are as every child’s progress depends on an incredibly complex andlgssenti
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incalculable intersection of those factors (e.g. Davies & Guppy, 2006; Hildéhteéelman,
1994a; Nelson, 1981). To put it plainly, no matter how hard a teacher tries or how much support
a school offers, some children don’t succeed academically but, conversely, otfrenchil
overcome incredible barriers to exceed expectations with very litphe imalking it impossible to
accurately measure the effectiveness of the modern school systém itsel

Here school systems found themselves in trouble. If they couldn’t measurartiiede
that was going on, and therefore prove the effectiveness of their work, howtleeyldaim any
value in the credentials they bestow and thereby justify their existeaceoasal good? In order
to maintain its legitimacy in an increasingly rational society that deethsdme sort of
guantifiable features to which it could attach value, formal education resorted tarunifor
program attributes that were more easily noted and measured such as gupdeggr subject
definition and separation, scheduled class time, and testing-based evaluatiwat etoutd
signal an individual program’s identity as a member of the social institotisehool’ (Davies
& Quirke, 2007; Meyer & Rowan, 1978). The isomorphic school design discussed in the
sociology of education literature describes the ongoing features and componeoss wfagern
schools that have endured across time and geography to maintain our image of ‘sched!’. N
by authors spanning over a century, indeed from the very inception of modern public schooling,
these features include: age-segregated grade levels; specific dizgalaurriculum centring on
testing and earning marks; discrete subject classifications; distsson times for specific
subjects; a lack of intrinsically motivated or self-directed activgg-down somewhat
oligarchical power and control; and systematic, usually somewhat chrondlipgickered,
progression through the program (Davies & Guppy, 2006; Dewey, 1902; McEneaney & Meyer

2000; National research council, 2000; Stevens, Wineberg, Herrenkohl, & Bell, 2005).
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This legitimating ability of isomorphic design allows schools to be rezegrand
standardized, offering a uniform experience of ‘school’ to all attendinggjzespite the
potentially different individual learning and personal experiences, not to mentlely warying
outcomes. It also means that credentials handed out by these isomorphic sahbelfield in
universal regard to indicate what kind of program the individual has completed and, therefore
the kind of job for which he or she has been deemed capable.

Institutional theorists note, however, that along with this legitimizing isomarphlso
comes a necessary “decoupling” of the school from the societal templategvéunts individual
schools and teachers freedom in some areas so that they can meet the neegsadfdhlar
students (Bidwell, 2001; Coburn, 2004). For example, a school board and/or governmental
education ministry may dictate that certain math skills be taught in twadeut how exactly
those skills are explained, taught and practiced is left open to the individual ®d@dw@etion.
While this freedom does allow for some flexibility and individualization with ree¢a the daily
experience of school, isomorphic legitimacy still demands highly segmentedtantb#y
directed scheduling, grouping and testing. As Bidwell (2001) put it:

...the mechanisms that structure school are external. Although
people inside these organizations make decisions that adapt school
structure, the constraints to which school structures are adapted
arise from the process of cultural change and social control that

create and maintain institutional beliefs about what schools are like
and about the meaning of categories for school attainment (p. 104).

With respect to this discussion, it would appear, therefore, that while not ehent s
experience is exactly the same, we can still be sure that the daily sxpeéace of children in
‘traditional’ or mainstream schools include a great deal of structuredtactisiated by external
factors without being able to choose based on intrinsic motivation or personal pretandnc

enjoyment (e.g. Guile, 2003; McDonald & Hursh, 2006).
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Moving forward, then, | will later explore just how this focus on credentials
impacts student lived experiences by examining my own motivations, featidgseliefs
regarding my time in high school. | will also look at how the form of school progréwese(t
isomorphic features that have remained constant over the passing decpdet ihese
experiences and how my daily life was shaped or influenced by these sacithdgiked

features.

$# ' #

After this reading of sociology of education literature | was left\wtilhdering what the
individuals thought and felt about their own education experiences. In all the pagstohrour
education system, its processes and outcomes, at first | found very litHecheg®t focused on
the actual lived experiences of students. Indeed, database searchesmbingtams of terms
such as ‘lived experience’, ‘children’, ‘school’, ‘education’ turned up papers giscuisow
experiences of school impact learning outcomes but very little on actuakresgarchildren’s
experiences themselves. This scarcity was noted in other papers | geavéms, 2002;
Westling, 2010) and | assumed it was just a large gap in the literature thathaddmsly left
unfilled, that is, until towards the end of writing my proposal | happened upon a handbook
exploring just that stream of research (Thiessen, 2007). Citing a growigigpbagsearch this
handbook discusses the explosion of experience-focused research that has occutrea since
1990’s, most of which was unmentioned by the other fields of education research | had been
reading. Where this gap between the two bodies of literature comes fremndadea but it is
interesting to note that the vast majority of ‘education research’ payditilerattention to the

actual experiences of students, a fact noted in the handbook itself (Thiessen, 20@W).Hope
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that this project offers a glimpse, albeit a small one, into student experrehoffexrs you, my
dear reader, an invitation to reflect upon your own experiences in contrastevighes | share
with you here.

In reviewing the research | found that does focus on the experiential €daaation |
agreed with Thiessen’s introduction to the handbook, finding said research todathpmantly
into three different orientations:

(1) how students participate in and make sense of life in
classrooms and schools; (2) who students are and how they
develop in classrooms and schools; and (3) how students are
actively involved in shaping their own learning opportunities and

in the improvement of what happens in classrooms and schools
(Thiessen, 2007, p. 8).

The research cited in this overview of the field includes a variety of methocallogi
approaches but is dominated, almost exclusively with mid-sized to smalleatiualvork (e.g.
Kaba, 2000) and ethnographic observational studies (e.g. Phelan, Davidson, & Yu, 1998).

Theissen (2007), in his introduction, traces the history of this branch of reseatioly sta
largely in the middle of the twentieth century looking at student behaviour andedgtiand then
moving on to a perspective that in the 1990’s oriented the students as the ‘protagonists’ in thei
own education, negotiating and otherwise actively engaged with their tegudens and school
programs. Lately, according to Thiessen, this field of research has moved ¢henttufocus
on ‘giving voice’ to students, working to include them in decisions regarding their school
experiences, teacher training and even the research itself as cggateeste.g. Cook-Sather,
2006; 2010; Yonezawa & Jones, 2009).

The research | found on exploring how student experiences impact learning outcomes
predominantly centred on uncovering and labelling different facets of leanpegences such

as relationships with teachers (Cothran & Ennis, 1997) or engagement withloonr{e.qg.
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Davis, 2005; Evans, 2002) but very little of the material focused on sharing the exgserienc
themselves; the researchers looked for how experiential factors (or persepithem)
impacted learning and outcomes of school participation but didn’t describe orgatestie
lived experiences, in and of themselves, with any great depth of descriptionl f\rad when
| read the studies talking about ‘school experience’ was that their use efrth&xperience’
was quite different from what I'm talking about in this study as my purpose.
My goal is to explore the nature of different lived experiences, centrirexfiegience
itself at the core of the work, looking for detail and description to share thatengeerwith you.
These other studies, on the other hand, ask students about their experiences in order to get
their opinions; the experiences were often used as a kind of evidence to framaithesayithe
students or talk about their needs and desires without actually asking thetty.diveshort,
exploring experiences, in this context, was largely about finding out other irtfonnsach as
the impact of high-stakes testing (Dutro & Selland, 2012) or the gap between ¢gghmstd at
home and at school (Stefl-Mabry, Radlick, & Doane, 2010), not about putting the researcher, or
the reader, in the student’s position to explore and empathize directly with theliregxces.
One doctoral dissertation | found, however, attempted to use richer descriptioreto shar

the participants’ experiences, splicing together quotes from interviewssate @ short
monologue from each child’s perspective on in-school suspension (ISS) (Evans, 2011).
Discussing her phenomenological approach, Evans (2011) did note that she was not actually
claiming to be presenting the children’s experiences but that each story:

...Is the student’s active sense-making, not ‘an internal

representation of his/her subjective experiences,’... | do not view

the students’ accounts of their experience with ISS as factual or

definitive, but rather as a way that they made meaning of their

experience within the context of the interview itself (van Manen,
1984; Thomas & Pollio, 2002) (p. 91).
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While | accept Evan’'s explanation of her approach from a phenomenologicalgheespe
and appreciate her full acknowledgement of the subjective interpretive natheevadrk, | was
still left uncertain of what to make of her monologues from an experiential pevepec
Insightful, yes, interesting and thought-provoking, certainly, but looking atrit fithin the
context of my current work, the lack of any kind of member check or deeper discatsi
creating the monologues themselves, not to mention the absence of deeper emsgpionsése
or description of more than superficial daily happens in ISS, left me wanting to kn@abunrt
what it was ‘really like’. This study, therefore, while offering aeliéint perspective and very
valid presentation of student experiences in (somewhat) their own words, stiiat@egually
focus on sharing that experience on a deeper, personal, emotional level with thelceaxte
this paper epitomized my attraction to the more detailed embodied descriptioeatecr
analytic practice presentations of research (Richardson, 1999); the work westimgeand
insightful but it felt like | was still missing a part of something, part oftwheanted to know
about the topic. The desire for this type of detail certainly isn’t somethkigrgane looks for,
especially in social science research, but it is what interests mel'mwitatrious about, and
what drives my desire to engage in this current work.

Substantively, what | also found largely missing from my readings in thisdfody
literature was a discussion involving in any way different experiendié tas found in the
leisure studies literature. Again, as with the broader sociology of eoiudiadirature, the focus,
even when discussing education reform, appears to be largely focused on improvingeoair cur
system rather than opening the discussion up to the idea of radical reformooingxpl
alternatives that would offer a dramatically different type of learsgtgng. With this work, as |

explore experiences in both structured and unstructured settings, | hope yoaderg,rare
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encouraged to reflect upon these types of experiences and unpack these dominginbieence

surrounding school, learning, and experience.

$ # $ &

Moving from the institutional structures of school and its role in our society | wil
now flip the coin over and show you the other side, that of homeschooling. My curré&nswor
not emphasizing homeschooling itself as a phenomenon, per se, but rather looking at my
experiences of unstructured learning that happened to occur within a homeschotitigg set
Because of this fact I've debated the inclusion of this section in my litenaview.

My final decision rested in the fact that I'm assuming most of my readensot
personally familiar with homeschooling and that if | am to talk about our socicaultur
contextualization of learning and school with a homeschooling experience as ooiet ipeairt
discussion, | should probably offer you some background in terms of research conducted and
homeschooling’s current existence in our society. In writing my autoethnogsappshots |
found that the ‘otherness’ of homeschooling resurfaced several times, my nseofdiféerent
experiences including specific acknowledgement at the time about howenaffired from
‘mainstream’ childhood. Because of these incidences, | think it importarnjah&now what the
fields of research say about homeschooling outcomes, current trends and cuap&rae, and
research that may or may not explore the actual experience of these settings

Offering you this brief overview of existing literature, and the gapsnd within
that body, | hope to not only familiarize you with the broader image of homeschoolialydut
point to the relevance of this work within the field of related research. For thefsaier

orientation and understanding my perspective, | will remind you that my homedsghool
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experience was in an unstructured environment where my mother was the priraary car
giver/instructor.

The number of studies exploring the phenomenon of homeschooling has increased
dramatically over the course of the past decade (Basham, MerrifieldpBuirte 2007;
Kunzman & Gaither, 2013; Murphy, 2012), reflecting the general growing acceutbitnee
practice as a valid alternative to mainstream traditional schooling (AuDavies, 2005;
Davies, 2004; Davies & Aurini, 2003). While almost all researchers note thennhddfieulties
with measuring a group that is, by and large, unregulated and ‘off thengrélins of official
documentation, every study discussing homeschooling demographics notes a growta over t
past several decades (e.g. Basham et al., 2007; Jolly, Matthews, & N&kBeiK@nzman &
Gaither, 2013) with recent Canadian numbers being estimated at between 60,000 and 80,000
children in 2003 (Van pelt, 2003). Historically speaking, looking at the period in which | was
homeschooled, officially documented homeschooling rates went from 2,000 Canadian children
in 1979 to over 17,000 by 1996, with homeschooling organizations citing much higher numbers
(Basham et al, 2007). It is important to note here that North American lawsndjecegistration
and/or regulation of homeschooling families differ from province to province andcsttee
(Basham et al., 2007) which not only makes it difficult for researchers to mélaswsiee of this
population accurately but also potentially impacts our understanding of the phenortfeseas
families who participate in research are usually identified through howasaip organization
or official records, excluding families who choose not to register with prorginizations

and/or governmental bodies, a potentially very distinct sub-set within this groammgunity.

2 More recent data from statistics Canada is unavailable a2®11¢2012 dataset does not contain specific statistics regardingdhamlasg participation in Canada (personal

communication, Agnes Zientarska-Kayko, Government Information &ision Librarian, Dana Porter Library, University of Waterlooydimber 05, 2013).
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With that unavoidable limitation noted, let’s talk about what | mean when | use the term
‘homeschooling’.

Simply put, homeschooling has been officially defined as “when a child partEipate
his or her education at home rather than attending a public, private, or other $gpedalf (as
cited in Basham, Merrifield, & Hepburn, 2007, p. 6) and as “the education of school-aged
children at home rather than at a school” by the government of the United Stattsl(ams c
Basham et al., 2007, p. 7). Murphy (2012) discusses different definitions of homeschooling that
speak to parental motivations, level of involvement with traditional schooling or other
educational institutions and resources, and “both voluntariness and a rejection of conventional
schooling” (p. 5) which excludes families homeschooling because of medical reasacis of
available schools in remote areas. For the purposes of this paper | will be usiruyeheaoadly
focused definitions cited by Basham et al (2007) as they are more inclusiveagrdement
with my own definition of what is the primary difference between homeschoolingaditidnal
schooling experiences: spending the majority of ‘learning time’ at home amu arwther
setting. From my perspective, motivation for choosing to homeschool does not charage the f
that the child is at home and not at school.

Research exploring homeschooling appears to largely focus on either measurable
outcomes (e.g. Collom, 2005; Martin-Chang, Gould, & Meuse, 2011; Princiotta & Bielick, 2006)
or parental motivations and experiences (e.g. Collom, 2005; Green & Hoover-Dempsey, 2007;
Horsburgh, 2005; Rathmell, 2012), for the most part ignoring the experiences of individual
‘students’. Recently, Canadian researchers Aurini and Davies have eddrmameschooling in a
sociocultural context discussing it’s increased legitimacy in the eybe gieneral public and it's

subsequent increased popularity amongst parents looking for an alternative to itheystdn

27



(Aurini & Davies, 2005; Davies, 1999; Davies & Aurini, 2003), locating it within the scope of
what mainstream families today might consider when faced with a desim®ferindividualized
instruction and a sense that the public system is no longer able to adequat=y tuzir
children’s needs.

In particular import to this work, seeing as my homeschooling experienceuginly
from 1983-1993, in the 1980’s and 90’s almost all of the homeschooling research focused on
measurable outcomes of homeschooling and whether or not homeschooled children were
performing at lower academic levels or struggling with sociabipatiore than their peers
enrolled in public school (e.g. Knowles & de Olivares, 1991; Moore, 1986; Smedley, 1992;
Taylor & Petrie, 2000 as cited in Basham, 2007). The weight of this evidence, as found in m
own reading and several in meta-analyses published by other scholarsy{astha 2007;
Kunzman & Gaither, 2013; Medlin, 2000), indicates that while there are still questibas t
asked, it would appear to be generally accepted that homeschooled children do anlethstsas
their age peers with regard to academic achievement and social development

In order to give you a broader understanding of the world of homeschooling and its
existence in our sociocultural framework, | want to briefly now share with yoe sbthe
research (dated and current) that explores homeschooling in order to share twathar
issues that have been debated and discussed by and about homeschoolers for decades.

The body of literature exploring parental motivation to homeschool has traditionally,
based on Van Galen’s (1987) work, centred on a division between families who homeschool
because of ideological motivations and those motivated by pedagogical objectraiétimnal
formal education programs. This typology has been widely toted as the seminatitountia

much of the research involving homeschooling and parents’ motivations (e.g. Arai, 2000;
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Basham et al., 2007; Collom, 2005; Green & Hoover-Dempsey, 2007; Lubienski, 2000; Nemer,
2002). These types of motivations have been noted to be in decline in more recéumditera
(Davies & Aurini, 2003) but are still heavily discussed. Other areas of rtiotivacluding
family relationships (Arai, 2000) and parental rights (Davies & Aurini, 2003) Abseebeen
introduced but have not taken such a prominent place in the literature as the typology of
ideologues and pedagogues first posited by Van Galen (1987).

Subsequent research following the ideological vein has explored parental tesires
protect their children from specific religious or moral objections to the cootentricula
(Basham et al., 2007; Bielick, Chandler, & Broughman, 2002; Collom, 2005; N. Green, 2007;
Mayberry, 1988; Nemer, 2002; Princiotta & Bielick, 2006); impart specific valuksawledge
to their children (Bielick et al., 2002; Collom, 2005; Lubienski, 2000; Mayberry, 1988; Pranciott
& Bielick, 2006); follow an alternative lifestyle not supported within the pultios| system
(Arai, 2000; Collom, 2005; Mayberry, 1988); and invoke the parental right and/or responsibility
to educate their children themselves (Arai, 2000; Davies & Aurini, 2003; Green 8&eHoov
Dempsey, 2007; Lubienski, 2000; Mayberry, 1988; Nemer, 2002). In the American research, neo
liberal values centering on reducing the influence and degree of control tdthevghin their
lives were also noted in ideologically motivated parents (Lubienski, 2000; Ray, 206ajli&a
parents, however, were distinctly noted not to have identified motivations linked tibees-|
political views (Aurini & Davies, 2005; Davies & Aurini, 2003).

Similar to my mother’s motivations, other studies of homeschooling motivations have, in
turn, found that parents choose to homeschool for pedagogical reasons because tloey want t
create an individualized educational program to meet their child’s spe@fis ifaurini &

Davies, 2005; Bielick et al., 2002; Davies & Aurini, 2003; Green & Hoover-Dempsey, 2007);
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foster an egalitarian learning environment without hierarchical powetwstesqArai, 2000);
and offer their children a better education than they would receive in a public Bistiok(et
al., 2002; Lubienski, 2000; Princiotta & Bielick, 2006). My mother’s approach to our education
stemmed from a belief in self-directed learning and the power of curinsitpiivating and
directing children’s growth and development as espoused by authors such @9éil&ill962;
1970) and Holt (Holt, 1967; 1970; 1981), both of whom she read and recommended to friends
interested in exploring homeschooling.

With regard to this pedagogical perspective, it is interesting to note thabthgns
perspective closely aligned with the recommendations of the Hall-Dennis pepduced in
1969 by a committee appointed by the Ontario government (Hall & Dennis, 1969). keypibrit r
which is widely cited as having been largely ignored despite it's inggagament to offer a
basis of reform for Ontario’s education system in preparation of the end ofahietiiv century,
the authors advocated for radical change to the entire primary-secondeayi@u system
turning to what they called student-orient education which included: self-diréletedle
programs evaluated in a qualitative manner, abandoning traditional grade awetl subje
segmentation as well as traditional pass/fail marking systems and old rabugisdown
teacher oriented curriculum, amongst other features. It was from this, reptdited Living and
Learning, that my mom actually drew the name for the private school she farthedequest
of the local school board after she objected to the formal testing and evaluatisthoaohers
were then required to complete (L. Chapeskie, personal communication, April 21, 2015;
Johnson, 1981). According to my mom, after having a counsellor visit us and talk to us kids,
informally assessing our development and ‘program’ (or lack thereof)chlo®lsboard was

quite happy to have us exist as a small private school, which was then exempt fraraigrovi
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testing under the current law, rather than fight over the matter with my nhonfelt such

testing was pointless given our ‘unschooled’ approach and lack of any kind of curricula or
expected task completion. It is interesting to me, in reflection with this workad this report
and see how so much of the ‘radical’ material being espoused by authors like Holdland Ne
were agreed with by this collection of educators and other professionatedédlgthe
government to make recommendations for reform. The obvious lack of these chastyes iexi
education in Ontario today is perhaps an interesting testament to our commaitthent t
traditional forms of school and/or the difficulty we face when trying to change ingrained
institutions.

Going back to the literature, some of the most recent research has found that many
homeschooling parents are citing other reasons as their primary motivatiansand Davies’
(Aurini & Davies, 2005; Davies & Aurini, 2003) found that some Canadian parents aregmovin
away from the more extreme politicized issues of “unschooling” or religionsiples to more
mainstream ideals of choice and parental rights and responsibilities, tiootvidnat are similar
to but specifically noted as differing from Van Galen’s original ideologudsat their
motivations were consistent with general societal trends, not countering\hela these
studies specifically noted a lack of neo-liberal values in the participariteasae mentioned
above, they found that these parents were aligning themselves with a geienallyshift in
Canadian society emphasizing individual rights and freedoms rather thans&rgralienation
from the dominant political and cultural streams” (Davies & Aurini, 2003, p. 63) as thei
predecessors did in the 1960’s and 1970’s. This general shift in mentality thrs @aieenow
choosing to homeschool based on a more ‘mainstream’ motivation to assert theil pgreaata

or to take responsibility for their children’s education was also noted by ketlerarecent
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studies (Arai, 2000; Bielick et al., 2002; Green & Hoover-Dempsey, 2007; Lubienski, 2000;
Nemer, 2002; Princiotta & Bielick, 2006). Against this new information, some @xpgriences
stand in contrast; as homeschooling has become more widely accepted and popular, the
‘otherness’ | experienced as a child has perhaps diminished for today’s homesctimdl based
on anecdotal responses from folks whom | talk to about my research it stilhseanlairgely
misunderstood and ‘outsider’ experience in our society) but the differencesbetwe
experiences being ‘unschooled’ and then transitioning into the public school refiminaa
school programs have remained relatively similar as discussed above.

Looking at the ‘dark side’ of homeschooling, Reich (2002) and Apple (2013) both discuss
the negative social implications for privatized and restricted educasgpatiences. Discussing
insulated families and restricted exposure to different perspectives and sy tidse two
authors argue that public education offers a generalized public good of ensureigltnan
learn certain material and are allowed to encounter different perspgedtigelogies and beliefs
outside those of their families and/or individual smaller communities such a grorghs
(Apple, 2013; Reich, 2002). Several European countries agree with these typeseofisa@and
have banned homeschooling all together, with Germany even going so far as égpelnangs
and apprehend children from homeschooling families in order to enforce mandatorgrateend
laws (“German home-schooled children taken into care,” 2013; Spiegler, 2003).

It is interesting to think about these concerns within the context described by Bagie
Aurini (2004; 2005; 2003) in their discussion of current trends and the increased ‘mainggreami
of the idea of homeschooling in Canada. If more and more parents are seeing homegsakooli
a better option for their children’s education on the grounds of different types chAmsgr

individualized instruction, and pedagogical difference, but at the same timestaige
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homeschooling could potentially represent a problem for the greater good of our edielg s
perhaps this is an indication that more substantial reform is needed in our approacltto publi
education in order to address the parents’ desire for different learnimgséiit still having the
children attend some form of external schooling program.

When looking at the more specific focus of my current study within the contehe of t
homeschooling literature | found very little research focusing on the childrestdsexperience
of homeschooling, which | found particularly interesting given that much of seaneh
indicates that individualized experiences and needs rests at the heart ofnentst petivations
to homeschool. At this point | want to acknowledge that this project is also notyaagkahg
children about their experiences but is attempting to explore childhood expsnghich, |
believe, will offer a particular insight into the phenomena of homeschooling, aépasil am
in a position to reflect on those experiences within the broader context of both thetéonger
outcomes in my life and my own knowledge relating to these matters.

In the three large-scale meta-analyses that | found there was afsantdiscussion of
the children’s experiences, their desires or reactions to being homeschoaleaniBzt al., 2007,
Kunzman & Gaither, 2013; Murphy, 2012). When discussing broader scale studies, and creat
a more generalized overview of the research, | can understand not focusasg-atuclies or
smaller scale studies individually but | found that it very interesting hireatytpe of research was
not mentioned to exist, nor, perhaps more importantly, noted to be absent in these discussions of
what we know about homeschooling and how we have come to know it. While in American
government surveys (Bielick et al., 2002; Princiotta & Bielick, 2006) a small nunhiparents
did mention their child’s preference as a motivator in their homeschoolingatedifound the

general lack of attention paid to the child’s experience or wishes striking.
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In my review of the literature, however, | was able to find a small number oéstudi
examining the lived experience of homeschoolers. As you will see below, hovneser studies
also largely focused on the parents’ experiences and reflections, rathéraimahildren’s.
Green’s (2007) exploration of families using Alberta’s virtual school progeahomeschool
included observation of the actual homeschooling process in three differentdgfoitiesing
primarily on the parents’ experiences) while Mills (2009) explored Southakfrchildren’s
experience of homeschooling in middle childhood. Using a small scale qualitativeecivte
based approach focused around three key themes of individualized learning (e.gbleeing
work at an individualized pace with more direct support and personalized progranily), fam
relationships (e.g. stronger bond with primary caregiver, increased sedsetdiand self-
confidence) and social dynamics (e.g. Missing ‘school friends’ but enjbyvigg friends in
different age groups from different settings) Mills offers insight intdotie@ader life experiences
but includes no evocative or emotional/personal detail on the lived experiences thenveeive
Pelt (2009) asked 226 adults who had been homeschooled as children to reflect upon their
experience(s) and report on their current life situations, measuring outcomesesthooiing
participation. Of particular interest to me was the fact that these respemdeged in age from
15-35 at the time of the study, placing their experiences of homeschooling in rougbdyrtbe
era as my own, contextualized within the same broader sociocultural frakéaayely
focusing on demographic patterns such as marriage rates, and formal eduedBotials
obtained, this survey did include a small number of items that relate to the pgpearie
homeschooling. The first item asked respondents to,

...reflect on their home education experience by selecting among
four statements the ones with which they agreed. The most

commonly checked statement was ‘I am glad that | was home
educated’, with which 187 (84%) of the respondents agreed. Close
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to half of all the respondents (48%) checked two statements,
indicating that they were not only glad they were home educated
but that they also believed that ‘Having been home educated is an
advantage to me as an adult.’” Altogether, 141 respondents (63%)
checked the latter statement (Van pelt et al., 2009 pg. 36).

The instrument also included two open ended questions asking respondents about the

‘best and worst parts’ of being homeschooled. Analysis of the ‘best partdecveat the
participants identified common responses relating to: “rich relationattasplee opportunity for
extensive curricular enrichment, the flexibility especially in teofthe schedule, the
individualized pace and programs, the development of their own independence and confidence,
and the superior education received” (Van pelt et al., 2009 pg. 37). Regarding the ‘wetst part
Van Pelt found that,

while in no case did the majority of respondents agree on any

specific challenge, in order of most commonly noted, the worst

part of being home educated included the social challenges [e.g.

wanted more time with peers or felt isolated], curricular limitations

[e.q. lack of special classes/equipment and extracurricular

activities], societal prejudice [e.g. stereotypes, felt judged, limited

access to higher education], later adaptation to classroom settings

[e.g. struggles with due dates, working in groups, scheduling], and

possible strains on family [e.g. too much sibling contact,
controlling parents] (p. 37).

In the context of this current study, the perspective of these formerly-hiooodsd
adults offers some interesting areas to consider such as social connectedndaptargita
structured programs once in more formal education settings.

Where my research will fall within this broader scope of the literatueeetore, is to
help share not only a deeper understanding of the experience of homeschooling but to also
compare and contrast that experience with more formal education within thensiartial’s
life. I think the reflexive perspective offered by autoethnography, dsasehy familiarity with

related literature, as discussed in this chapter, will add to this exploratievilidlse uniquely
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able to both discuss my different learning experiences and relate thenatatlenic literature
in related fields. By relating my experiences to the leisure literatuexploring the impact and
role of different experiential traits, | will be branching out from theteagditerature and
opening a new thread of discussion regarding how we talk about, experience anddostey le

in different types of settings.

$ 3

And there you have it, the topical overview of my world of understanding as it stood at
the outset of this project. Having thus presented you with the relief map orith@idgferent
areas in relation to each other and pointing out the major structures and shapegdict
zoom in, through the process of my autoethnographic analysis, and wander with you through the
details, exploring the hills and valleys of these theories and approaches,rfglluers’ paths
and striking our own as we wander though and add our own perspectives to this colourful and
varied landscape.

| hope that after reading all that you feel well oriented and familidrwitto | am as a
scholar and where | am coming from in this study in particular. Overlayyngnalerstanding of
these different fields of literature on top of each other | stand at thesantEm point(s),
pulling from a variety of sources and disciplines as | move forward with thjegbiin order to
help frame, contextualize and illuminate my experience within the broaderatylicture. And
how exactly will that work, you ask? What will it look like, how will you be bringinig @ll
together to explore your own experiences?

I’'m so very glad you asked.
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| sit snuggled into a corner table in the crowded coffee shop. Families are tramping in
and out, the older regulars wait resolutely for their usual order to accompany the daily papers
tucked under their arms, and here and there are scattered others like me, hunched over laptops
and notebooks, doing their best to block out the bustle. | sip gingerly from the hot mug of tea
while | read through my slides for my presentation.

Halfway through the presentation | become aware of a heavy sadness, disappointment
and regret seeping into my gut. This is not the presentation | want to give. This is a collection of
other people’s thoughts, carefully cited and APA'd in their neat little bullet-poirgisd hot the
living and breathing, evocative creative expression | want it to be.

By the time | realize this, my chest is constricted and the fiery fist cbnesgiwisting
itself between my shoulder blades once again. | almost laugh when I think of how I've felt all of
these things for the past few weeks but managed to ignore them and blunder on writing and
building these slides, blindly falling into old habits and comfortable patterns. Why do | always
do that? | love creative writing and have read enough to be able to articulate why it works as
research and yet | always end up back here.

Surprised to be so upset over this revelation | shut my laptop and reach for my trusty
black Moleskine, this kind of reflection calls for pen and ink.

It takes only a moment before my hand moves across the page and I'm spilling out my
thoughts on its comfortingly familiar cream surface. The relief of just writingagirough me
as | babble on about my instincts and how I return to traditional academic writing time and time

again, no matter how hard I try to break down those habits in my own work. The cafe
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disappears, my bad leg and its constant ache fade from notice and I'm in that lovely space where
the words just appear on the page on their own, the hand scribbling them down like the swinging
arm on a polygraph machine, capturing and displaying my thoughts before I'm even really

aware I've had them.

After a moment | realize | am smiling. I'm smiling because even as | write about my
frustration | am breaking the habit. This time | noticed it. This time, | caught myself and am more
aware of where I've mis-stepped than ever before. This time, | returned to what |Havéeels
right to me, and am finding my way through it.

The irony of the fact that this presentation has turned out to be a perfect little microcosm
of my issues with The Dissertation has not eluded me and as | write | can feel all the old
anxieties and pressures building in my chest again.

What am | trying to say with this presentation? What's the point of it? | want to do
something more creative but how can | do this? How can | create something unique and personal
and evocative and meaningful when I'm so scared of going too far, when | fear failing too much
to let go and take a chance?

As soon as those words are out on the page | sit back and stare at them. That's what’s
really going on here. To commit to something ‘out there’ and non-traditional means taking the
chance that it will fail. And therein lies the crux of my struggle: finding the balancedretmye
deeply entrenched understanding of how to do ‘academic’ work, and my desire to write
creatively.

The voices in my head are arguing again. And I'm back out in the woods again with no
path and no sense of where I'm trying to go. How do | decide what to include or exclude? How

creative can | get without losing everyone and becoming one of ‘those’ researchers, nimgdermi
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what | have to say with inaccessible writing that doesnt resonate with anyone but myself? How
do I, ever the rule-fearing rebel, break free and find a blended path between the two halves of
myself that have always stood so diametrically opposed to each other?

Thinking about letting go of my safety blanket of citations and analysis frightens me more
than | want to admit, even in my scrawling mess on the silent non-judgemental page.

But if I dont try I'll never know. And I've sat in enough coffeeshops writing the same old
stuff with that same constriction around my chest to know that it's not what | want.

Come what may, | want to try.
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Approaching this project, like any researcher taking on a new area of warstled
with many questions about where | wanted to take it. What exactly veasg @ explore about
this topic area? What specific questions did | want to ask? And, subsequently, howbestld
work towards answers to those questions or begin to explore the area surrounding them?

The desire to study the deeper lived experience of different learning settchgfsok at
the manifestation of different kinds of experiences in their complex, intergecid overlapping
presence, made autoethnography an ideal possible methodology for this stucdypddiey of
autoethnography to include rich, embodied personal description as well as broadal cult
contexts and insight has been widely discussed (e.g. Ellis, Adams, & Bochneria0than
Jones, 2005; Jensen-Hart & Williams, 2010; Wall, 2006), also making it a poterttal fiora
this project in terms of the type of research outcomes for which | am looking. Mtiadh o
literature discussing autoethnography as a methodological approach eeplizsiz
methodology’s postmodern roots in embracing plural realities, multiple pevgseand the
impossibility of the traditional positivist separation of researcher fram tesearch (Ellis et al.,
2010; Reed-Danahay, 1997; Spry, 2001). Building from this epistemological perspsbtvel
think about conducting research in this area, | know that my own passion and perspeaiae pla
large part in my work and, as such, autoethnography seems like an ideal ptattenty svork
as it will afford me the opportunity to explore how my perspective and personalesqeeri
relates to the broader cultural context and related academic literature

And that is all well and good, you might find yourself saying, but what exactly to you

mean by autoethnography? What is it about this method that makes it such a good wyatch, be
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just your own experiences coinciding with your research interest anceebparspective on
epistemological matters? In the words of Carolyn Ellis,

Autoethnography refers to writing about the personal and its

relationship to culture. It is an autobiographical genre of writing

and research that displays multiple layers of consciousness... they

look through the ethnographic wide angle lens, focusing on

outward social and cultural aspects of their personal experience;

then, they look inward, exposing a vulnerable self that is moved by

and may move through, refract and resist cultural interpretations”
(Ellis, 2004, p. 37).

As will no doubt become apparent as you continue to read further into this section of my
paper, across all my readings of autoethnographic literature Ellis’ woredasated with me
both personally and academically and, as such, | will be drawing heavily fromritieg on the
methodology as | work through this section and the rest of the project. Followingoithés Im
will gaze inward and outward using my experience as a focal point as |ekpbostory of my
lived experience of school, learning and education.

While autoethnographic approaches have become more widespread in the pastsfew yea
ranging in style of approach (e.g. Calley Jones, 2010; Fournillier, 2011; Kaufmanhaf@11
topic area (e.g. disability Berger & Feucht, 2011; Bochner, 2012; organizatigtes@ Parry,
2007; social work Jensen-Hart & Williams, 2010; family relationships Sparkes, 2042), t
pioneering scholars who first embraced these methods did so as a way to: inctunlgrthei
voices in their research, as opposed to the traditionally distant omnipotent but disembodied
author’s voice; tell the story of the research process and reflect upon how it leapettomes
of the work; and to bridge the gap traditionally drawn between the personal and thel pbigica
researcher and the research, the individual experience and its culturatangeif(Bochner,
2002; Denzin, 2003; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Holman Jones, 2000). The stories told in

autoethnographic work blend together personal, embodied, and emotional storyteling wit
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analysis and reflection linking them to the political, cultural, historical aadeamic context
within which they occurred (Ellis, 2004).

Autoethnography, known by many different names in different forms (i.e. personal
narratives, performance ethnography, evocative ethnography, narratiiesseff), developed in
the early 1990’s out of the seventh moment of qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2002)
embracing the postmodernist understanding that, “the researcher is not aneybjectral
observer... [and] is always historically situated, never able to give maratpartial rendering
of any situation” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2002 pg. xi). As a researcher who seesfress#uated
and involved, | am drawn to the idea of these, “messy, experimental and multd |t
cultural criticism, new approaches to the research text, new understaoidaidsinalytic
methods, and evolving research strategies” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2002 p. Xi) thatndjealle
traditional, static, distant and detached methods. The embracing of subjebavidyew (and
still draws) criticism from more traditional fronts is exactly whapeals many authors,
including myself, as it allows for more blended presentations and more subjespoase from
readers as they interpret the work for themselves (e.g. Denzin, 2003; Ellis, 2004; 2009;
Fournillier, 2011; Holman Jones, 2005; Richardson, 1999). This subjective and open-ended
nature of autoethnography was no accident; seeking to create a methodplagitet that,
“was designed to be unruly, dangerous, vulnerable, rebellious, and creative&(Bllichner,
2006, p. 433), the pioneers in this field wanted a dynamic approach that would engage our
culture and society actively, setting it in motion, in contrast to more traditivgthods that
separate the organic, vital, ever-changing culture from how it is lived and-frageeit in static

analysis and distanced discussion.
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With specific regard to this work, |1 hope that my narratives and subsequentioef$
will invoke in my readers a reflexive response leading them to think about expsriartbeir
own educational history (Spry, 2001). Revising experiences and thinking about how and when
we enjoyed ourselves or felt more engaged with our own learning, or when we Ididpe will
encourage deeper understanding of our own lives, experiences, and thoughts about learning
settings. Looking at the experiences of different kinds of experiences | hbpéswiadd to a
general conversation of human experience and our values regarding how we semendifra
experiences within a cultural framework, moving the work from looking in to lookingt dlie a
broader sociocultural context of my experiences.

Building from narrative traditions that explore lived experience as it isedtos the
individual (e.g. Polkinghorne, 1988), autoethnographic research thus centres the reasahehe
phenomenon being studied and strives to write evocative, reflexive stories ttheivareed
experiences with their readers. Centring myself in the autoethnograsimg tiat for this
project | will be “...both the author and the focus of the story, the one who tells and the@mne w
experiences, the observer and the observed, the creator and the created. | ssorited fher
intersection of the personal and the cultural, thinking and observing as an ethnognapher
writing and describing as a storyteller” (Ellis, 2009 pg.13). Expanding this pocef
autoethnographic research, | am drawn to the need for personal vulnerabiktyoaative
exploration of the lived experience being studied.

It is not enough to simply use ‘I' in the writing and talk about something that happene
you one time, evocative autoethnography demands that the writer push herselfde incl
personal details, confront her own thoughts and interpretations of the experiencel and diy

to share the complex myriad of emotions, expressions, impressions and sensatidres with t
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reader (Ellis & Bochner, 2006). For this project, this is where autoethnogragionte for me,
in the desire to explore the emotional and personal side of these life shaping egperehc
engage my readers in a reflection of what it was like to actually be thisoghiisettings.

In this paper, therefore, | will be using the term “autoethnography” to deskabe
evocative, emotional, expressive form of self-story writing supported, distasdeconducted
by authors such as Denzin (2003), Holman-Jones (2005), and Ellis (2000; 2009), amongst others.
And in embracing this evocative, expressive, form of autoethnography, for ttig tere
chosen to share my autoethnography with you in the form of narrative creating vaitopting
creative analytic practice (CAP). Wanting to address some of my fesineh question by
exploring and sharing my experiences at the immediate emotional leseghiof writing has
allowed me to express what I've found in this work “through evocative and creatiiewr
techniques including artistic and literary genres ” (Parry & Johnson, 2007, p. 12&ijg\iira
personal, embodied and evocative form has allowed me to explore the complexity of lived
experience, contextualizing the material and acknowledging the subjgxtixed and
interpretive nature of my work while rejecting the generalizing, alesaluthority of traditional
presentations (Guba & Lincoln, 2005; Richardson, 2000).

As | mentioned above, by sharing my personal experiences, and reflecting upasthe
they relate to broader academic fields of literature, | hope to not onnpraslifferent side of
the societal story regarding our experiences of learning and education but alsou@ge
readers to do the same, to unpack their own life stories and explore what they lagvaious
the culture within which they occurred. In this way, autoethnographic work iscabtiress the
traditional research necessity for generalizable and relatable hairgdeaks to its readers about

broader social contexts, not just one individual's experience:
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[A] story's generalizability is always being tested - not in the
traditional way through random samples of respondents, but by
readers as they determine if a story speaks to them about their
experience or about the lives of others they know. Readers provide
theoretical validation by comparing their lives to ours, by thinking
about how our lives are similar and different and the reasons why.
Some stories inform readers about unfamiliar people or lives. We
can ask, after Stake, ‘does the story have naturalistic
generalization’? Meaning that it brings 'felt' news from one world

to another and provides opportunities for the reader to have
vicarious experience of the things told (Stake, 1994). The focus of
generalizability moves from respondents to readers (Ellis, 2004 pg.
195).

Not only does autoethnography create bonds of shared experiences, and emplaghy for
experiences of others, but it also offers researchers the chance to dineatiflexively include
academic literature with the personal. In this project | present yowittsmy snapshots, the
collection of which comprise the story of my experiences in the two learninggseand then
reflection upon its relationship to related theory and literature. Richardson (2@@@pds this
type of work as using the ‘lenses’ of both art and science and | will be attgnipd write
ethnography which is both scientific—in the sense of being true to a world known through the
empirical senses—and literary—in the sense of expressing what onerhas kbaough
evocative writing techniques and form” (p. 253). It is this blending that | find pkatig
appealing in this methodology as it allows for what feels to me like a mongetenexploration
of human experience,; it allows for exploring, sharing and reflecting upon thesrefbuth the
head and the heart.

| believe that it is in the blending of the lenses coupled with its embracindpjettve
interpretation that this approach to autoethnography finds a niche focusing not on providing

definitive answers, but working “to open up conversations about how people live, rather than

close down with a definitive description and analytic statements about the warlludg
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exists outside the contingencies of language and culture” (Ellis & BoQ0@8, p. 435). With
this project, | am obviously situated within a distinct position with a distinct dedliefs
regarding the material and it is my hope that by openly discussing npeptve and where it
comes from | will be able to confront this intersection and offer my readergjae perspective
on a relatively universal topic, thereby encouraging them to activelytraflea the subject,
challenging both their own preconceived ideas as well as my own.

Accepting the premise that there are plural world views and multiplal sealities,
autoethnographic research stresses the need for researcher transparsetiyrefection,
claiming one’s voice and acknowledging one’s own position within both the work and context
surrounding it (Ellis, 2004; Holman Jones, 2005; Wall, 2006). For me, this is not only an
important part of the research process itself, in terms of my integrityeaearcher and my
responsibility to my readers, but it is also a large part of why this typeréfis/important. If |
see the world how | see it based on my historical, cultural, racial, gendered plestimen it is
all the more important that we write meaningful work to share our lives, break doweroone
barriers we may not see between our own experiences and those of others, andencadeas
to stop and reflect on how these stories are, and are not, similar to their own. Rusisother
place where the overlapping lenses of science and art fit into the work as wsecthe
scientific lens and more generalized academic literature to helppdnalels and connect our
stories to more universal themes to which our readers can relate.

Following from the belief that culture is a lived entity in our lives, sometiag
perform, enact and do, rather than a static object that can be separated out, froaehezhd s
with absolute certainty (Denzin, 2003), my approach to autoethnography will seglctae

performance of a different perspective on our experiences of learningytloeeating change as
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it challenges readers to rethink these topics and invites them to consider a difterrent
redesigning the culture it explores by both reflecting it upon itself and rigpasg it, showing

how a different reality can be lived.

* +$ # , $ # # $ &-#
HH#

All of that theoretical discussion is all well and good but when it actually cauhaing
this autoethnography | went through some major conflict over just how to do it. How could | take
all of what | thought about and talked about and felt about this expansive, flexible, opdn-ende
method and somehow turn it into concrete action? Looking at my chosen guides, Ellis and
Bochner (2006) discuss the difference between telling a story and then and]yeagfostering
analysis and reflection with(in) the story itself but say little about howgteattually done.
Holman-Jones (2005) asks, in her chapter on autoethnography in the Handbook of Qualitative
Inquiry, just how much showing she should be doing in contrast to more traditional academic
telling as she explains just what autoethnography is and how much of herself shoukkbe pre
in the text (and if she’s not sure, how am | supposed to figure it out?).

These types of conflicts appear to typify this type of flexible, personal, vgonle all
strive to create a finished product that both feels authentic and whole to us &s avariyet
satisfies our audience with enough detail, information, references and expdsitien.
novel/textbook exploring autoethnography, Ellis (2004) repeatedly answers questions about how
to do autoethnography with some form of the statement that matters of form and centgnt ar
to the author, as long as she can explain her decisions and it makes sense for thelindividua
project. The open-ended nature of the definition of autoethnography allows egchavri

construct a form and style that works for her in that moment but without a more eoncret
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example of what is, or perhaps more importantly, what is not, autoethnography, it is the
responsibility of each writer to outline her own expectations, criteria, and hogés feork
leaving it up to the individual readers to determine if the piece works for them oersinBlly,
while this open-ended nature of the methodology made for a difficult road at tirhas always
resonated very deeply with the work | wanted to do.

In resolving my own inner conflict over format and form, | found it helpful to engbrac
the idea of this study as an experiment, not in the scientific sense but ase ‘@oacton
tentatively adopted without being sure of the outcome” ("Experience", 2014). Movingthr
the process I've tried different approaches, played with how | want tows&ube content and
done a great deal of thinking regarding how the representation of the matiisalywe your
experience of it as a reader. | will discuss my process and final dedisimase detail below
but for now | want to leave you with the understanding that the paper you are reading w
undertaken with this spirit of adventure, trial and error, and excited uncertaihplayed my
way through building my wings after taking the leap.

Part of this process included reading and reflecting on different examples of
autoethnography, looking at what ‘worked’ for me or what left me feeling disatéere
disengaged or dissatisfied. Reading Kaufmann'’s (2011) piece on storyteliasgdrawn in to
the narrative as she traces her life stories from where they’ve lodgeskthiemin her body. |
felt her presence in the beautiful poetic telling of her stories as the pld$ Wwvom camping to
school and family life and then back to the storytelling itself and it left me tignkeflecting,
responding to the work. And, at first, this is what | wanted to do, something more @lgtrac
less citations, more open-ended pieces of narrative triggering the readettiagchker follow

wherever the path of my words leads her. After some consideration, and tletszliitdoubt
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about my ability to write that artistically, | realized that it dide¢lfright for this work. | wanted
something more concrete, a vehicle in which | could still talk about theory and eltitedr
work in more detail; | want to speak a little more directly to my reader abpwivn thoughts
on my story. Part of me can't believe I'm saying this but | want moreaitatimore discussion
and linkages made between what happened, how those experiences were lived, andnkhat | thi
of them now that | am using them for this project.

Looking for another example | am drawn back to certain examples ifvilis (e.g.
Ellis, 1995; 2009; Ellis & Bochner, 2006; Ellis & Bochner, 2000) and how she writes in
contextualized, narrative form and yet shares with me, the reader, whéneuygits go as an
academic, which related fields of study she looks to, and how she compares andsdbetrast
with her own story. To me, this is the ultimate use of academic work: to ask whapeolpde
have said about this and how it relates to my life or the problem with which lsapligg,
and/or the topics in which | am interested. And so, perhaps needless to sapahnthibis is
the type of autoethnography | will strive to create: one that reaches deepyitived
experiences, sharing as honestly as | can how it felt to live in those mpearehtt the same
time bridges over to also share with my readers what else has been saitiedmtagics, how
my experiences support or refute other material and, perhaps most importaetéythdy fit in

the grand picture of what we know, and don’t know, about our social culture.

$ $# $ $ $ $

As Richardson (1999) put it, “creative arts is one lens through which to view the world;
analytical/science is another. We see better with two lenses. Westeeith both lenses focused

and magnified" (p. 666) and having laid the theoretical groundwork for the methodolag; | us
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will turn now to talk more concretely about how | focused and magnified those lenBess in t

project in particular.

As noted by other autoethnographers, (e.g. Ellis, 2004; Holman Jones, 2005; Wall, 2006)
the open flexibility of this methodological approach has a downside in that it doesn'ittme
a specific set of steps or accepted practices for the actual work beinigydihreeindividual
researcher. While exciting and appealing in many ways, for a studekihg/ on a dissertation
such as | am, this presented some difficulty when it came to both laying otly exaat | would
do and finding specific material to cite in support of my chosen methods. Chang’s
Autoethnography as Meth@d008), however, stands out in this field as it offers many specific
approaches and exercises for all stages of the autoethnographic projectsshiéndorcing the
need for individuals to choose and modify their selected activities as theytsemditch their
specific project. While | drew specific techniques from Chang, | als&edoclosely with other
texts as examples of different kinds of autoethnography in order to stay oriedteulnalful of

how the specific processes played out in the larger picture of the project aa whol

Working with Chang’s (2008) methods, | selected several techniques that resotated wi
me and appear to fit this project in particular. Discussing the interpretivetsubjeand
inherent limitations of personal memory, Chang offers her readers seVier@rdiexercises that
can be used to trigger recollection and help the autoethnographer pull together a mode detaile

image of their past. For the sake of this project, where Chang refers talcsédfhdiscovery or
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insight in her techniques and exercises | looked for material relgtguifisally to my
experience of the learning environment and the presence of different kinds of exgseraert
their role in our cultural perceptions, as | have outlined as the focus of this study.

In discussing the role and use of personal memory in autoethnography, Chang notes that
it “taps into the wealth of information on self” and that “[tlhrough writing exagiof
chronicling, inventorying, and visualizing self, you are encouraged to unravel youony)
write down fragments of your past and build a database for your culturaliarsadgs
interpretation” (2008, p. 72). Reading through her chapter on memory work, | was drawn to how
her offered techniques would help me frame, contextualize and plot isolated nseaconEs the
broader narrative scope of this project as well as challenging me toeeipbse memories from

different angles and perspectives.

To begin the autoethnographic process | started with my own variations on Chang’s
(Chang, 2008) memory work, building from my initial thoughts in an organic approach based on
where the process led me. In the end, through trial and error, personaiore#ect discussion
with my supervisor as | went along, | ended up using the techniques of: ciegating
autobiographical timeline, listing and exploring routines, identifying andexpgl artefacts and
free drawing/mapping of familiar spaces (Chang, 2008).

The first set of exercises Chang describes are collected undemthieliesnicling the
past’ as they illuminate “the evolution of your personal life and sequential negidayour life”

(2008, p. 72) while helping the researcher organize and focus on key events in her life tha

pertain to the research topic. I, therefore, started this process bygeeptnsonal timeline,
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starting with mapping out the different ‘stages’ or ‘eras’ in my expeés and then adding more
detail as | fleshed out each era with specific memories that stood outifisang, either linked
directly to specific events or ongoing experiences that happened throughoua tii&ie

timeline was a useful scaffolding for the project helping, as Chang egptaiscreen and select
what | included in the project and ensuring that | used my purpose statement aruth feseis

as a “guidepost in the screening process” (Chang, 2008, p. 73). By starting with afpurpose
outline was able to focus on the broader scope of the entire narrative and makeasure | w
mindful of what is included/excluded from the final work as a whole rather than sinngyng
into the narrative first and including whatever comes to mind as | go.

Once | had the chronological framework outlined | turned to Chang’s (2008) second
chronicling exercise, that of examining routines, as, “[w]hile the autobiogagimeline
documents extraordinary events or moments of life, routines represent the ordmafilife”

(p. 74). Focusing on different cycles in my life such as daily, monthly, and seasomaspLiti
balanced the significant moments found on the timeline with reoccurring expesithat
typified different aspects of different learning settings and my expmy$eof them.

This exercise was very helpful in both pushing me to explore the ‘unseen’ side of my
experiences in the different settings and assisting me in ‘going bacl€landg memories more
vividly. By looking at the mundane and repetitive routines in both settings | wasdlgsh out
my daily experiences with more detail, remembering emotions and smalferesuat the
experiences that were not captured in the broader timeline. Walking throughitihes, asking
myself what | did every day, what happened every week or every seasormémgakexercises
forced me to change my perspective slightly, moving beyond the specific rasrtiat |

consciously remember on a regular basis, those that have always made up tike namgy
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version of my past, to the little pieces I'd forgotten or not paid attention to incolfe@ions as
they occur in normal life, resulting in a deeper understanding of the exgerigm@enselves.

| then built from Chang’s (2008) idea of visualizing the self, approaching miaetoan
process in a visual format using what she calls ‘free drawing’. ‘Fredardyas described by
Chang as drawing, “anything out of your memory: a person, object, and place{y(Qbas, p.
84), using diagrams or more detailed drawing technigues to explore the locationssodl phy
settings of memories and then describing the details and significancatiagbeen included
in the drawing and detailed visualization to once again engage the niatenia new direction.
By working with visual representation | was able to both organize my memoriesrfag well
as gain insight into specific details, my own emotional responses, and broades pdtativity
and experiences.

Following Chang’s discussion, | sketched out floor plans for my childhood homes and my
high school, thinking about how | moved through and used different settings, helping to flesh out
the entirety of the recollection of specific physical spaces. When it ttadrawing more
detailed sketches, | actually found that process to be more distancingdasduble keeping up
with my memories, the act of representing them artistically sepgumae from the process of
actively remembering. Instead of this process, however, | found that walksejfrihyrough
detailed visualizations in my imagination brought back much more vivid memorieshof bot
physical details and emotional responses. | utilized this technique not only dusipbdke of
memory work but also during the narrative process, physically ‘revisifiages before | wrote
about them, thinking about the smells, the colours, the textures and allowing my emotional
responses to these triggers to come to the foreground before | attempted tbautii@ specific

experience.
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Focusing on the visual/physical side of these settings again helped me unagtéeror
details such as a memory about a specific event in photography class whileepksaig my
experience of my recollections as | explored the more physical side oemgmes such as
what colour the vinyl cover was on our breakfast nook bench or how the waxed wood on the
banisters in my high school always felt sticky when the weather turned humid atetlspiing.
Relatively insignificant details, yes, and | didn’t always includedhmsy/sical details in the
narratives, but exploring them for myself did foster a different kind of connectibrihese past
eras, bringing up emotions and their physical manifestations, often befoeally thought
about them consciously.

For example, when thinking about my first class in high school and where thab@hassr
was located in my map, | remembered sitting on the lab stools, the smell of gaturalthe air
when we finally got to use the Bunsen burners and, a detail that was diredlgted into the
narrative, the tension in my belly when my teacher refused to allow my lab gargeto the
washroom. | remembered that story but hadn'’t really relived it until | imdgmeself back on
that stool physically, looking around the room in my mind’s eye. In the same vein,tl hadn
remembered the intensity of my frustration with the computer games uwniiigest to think
about where the computer was located in a specific house, putting myself back inrthadha
‘looking around me’. In fleshing out the map, trying to ‘walk through’ the differentesptac
look for details | was missing or not bothering to remember in my generabmesm was
thereby also offered a different window into my past, one which granted me nghtsresnd
greater understanding of my experiences.

In using artefact for my memory work | hoped to help gain further insight intdisegmti

facets of my experiences as they can “explicitly or implicitly femtisocietal norms and values”
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(Chang, 2008, p. 80) and, | believe, offer a distinct reflective exerciseelextesl and then
discussed pertinent items and their significance (see Appendix for descaopartefacts).

Looking to my own keepsakes and asking my mom to share what she had put away over the
years | ended up with an assortment of documents from school, birthday cards, deandings
paintings, photographs, yearbooks, school assignments and other miscellanyniineing

lesson badges, samples of knitting and other crafts etc.). Examining eachréfectéd on

both its significance at the time when it was received/made/purchased dact that it was
something either my mother or | decided to keep, an indication of its significatieebroader
narrative of our lives. The more general items such as swimming lessas lzaathbirthday

cards | found to be helpful in the same way the free drawing worked to offer mevamizge
point on the past, a different point to focus on, another approach to reflecting on what I did and
how | felt about it. The photos and yearbooks assisted in my physical memopesed and
events, helping me put myself back in the moment and relive the experiences in the photos
themselves and/or more generally of that ‘era’. The more specifi@dioof a better word,

items such as the written assignments and personal artwork, were alss thgggave me

insight into some of my own experiences more directly, showing what | did witimmeybased

on the output of a given activity.

My process of working with these artefacts centred largely on looking airaedding
and then casting my memory back to its original temporal context, thinking abenthekv it
came into my life. | reflected, wrote and used each piece as a jumping in pbait petiod of
time, exploring experiences and emotions. | also reflected more cognitivaly writing about
the artefacts, thinking of their significance in the broader cultural cootemy life and, as

Chang discusses, the norms and values reflected in/by the items themsehissvay,tthe
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artefacts were helpful in exploring the both personal experiential and tsitlea of my
autoethnographic work.

By the end of this work | was beginning to feel overwhelmed by the collection of
material | had amassed and struggled to keep it all fresh and availablerimdyynot to
mention organized into some kind of broader narrative tapestry. | had notes from wetjorefle
processes but the branches of thought and exploration of the material began to becavhatsome
unwieldy and | feared losing connection with my more vivid memories if | eaigageo much
analysis and structural organization of the material. For my autoethnograjihig Wwanted
the memories to be fresh and raw rather than sorted, dissected and organiyextoaating to
a preconceived image in my head, | wanted to write about my experiences andhseeould
learn from that process, not write about experiences that | already kned/telbute what |
wanted to hear. And so, at this point | chose to take the raw memory and emotional arade
begin writing about my experiences in the two different settings, explonyngemories as they
came, following inspirations and sudden recollections as they surfaced in connéittionev
another, rather than according to a distinct outline.

My notes and thoughts from the memory work, therefore, triggered recall an@aéhspir
the narratives, helping me get back in touch with my memories more spec#icdlfyom
different vantage points, facilitating the reflection process of my wrtatiger than directing it. |
purposefully chose not to use systematic analysis or detailed categorafatny memory
material prior to my writing stage as | wanted to use the writing to hedp ted the story rather
than filling in the pieces I'd already decided upon and then engage in analysieaf®ry was
written, rather than using it to inform the narrative itself. Inspired by Ricbaiddiscussions of

writing as inquiry, as I've explained above, with this project | wanted to, “...Wwdatause | want
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to find something out... in order to learn something that I didn’t know before | wrote it”
(Richardson, 1994, p. 517). | saw this flow as being a significant part of the prodesiéoaged
me to turn my attention to different memories that at first | would not have seelates but,
upon reflection, was able to place in the material and uncover new perspectivesgirs it
the topic which | don't feel | would have had if | had made and stuck to a themaitie dram
the outset. This organic, ‘bottom-up’, process let the experiences and my subconsaéus s
more for themselves, helping in a small way to separate the work from anyepmadet
thematic directions or expectations that | held at the outset. This is notttasagee this work
as being undirected or detached from my interpretation but rather that | féltvésable build
a work that stood as its own story rather than creating a predetermined stanctwimply
writing stories to plug into specific spots of the narrative that | wanteck#tec

Rather than deriving a list of specific episodes to include or list of thewastéd to
cover, which is what | thought it would do, therefore, this memory work ended up being more
‘atmospheric’ and essentially laid the foundation for the writing. With thiegsaand of
memories (including sensory and emotional recollections) establishedhhtmumemory work,
| then turned to writing the snapshots and, through a process of trial and error, exémnindlla
comfortable place essentially following a kind of stream of consciousnesg)dléam one
memory to the next as they surfaced or came to mind, informed, fleshed out anddrlggtre

more concrete recollective processes taken from Chang’s (2008) methods.

Throughout this process of memory work, and as | wrote the autoethnographialmateri

itself, | kept journals in various forms following my thought process, diftarsights,
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epiphanies and reactions | had to what | was doing. These journals helped me explore m
process and gave me a space to vent some of pressure | felt from the ignofehsiimaterial |

was working with. Overwhelmed at first with the amount of material | coule &®bout, the
numerous possibilities for what | could include, and the complex relationships heheee
countless threads and ideas of what | was working with, journaling helped me ‘ddvsoioe

of those thoughts, setting them aside to look at and either keep or discard if | found they didn’t
help me in pursuing my overall purpose with this study in particular. Journaling §isol inee

stay rooted in that purpose by actively reflecting on my process within iesxtorgturning to

my guiding questions and focus through active exploration of how everything | wisi¢hand

doing would come together in the end.

My actual writing process was a fluid combination of visualization/medgaéflection,
writing, reading, more reflecting, editing and rewriting. Followingiigstinct, focusing on my
research goals for the paper and my intuitive sense of what worked for thé&qneaa
aesthetic perspective, | followed my own train of thought, writing about episodes and
experiences as they flowed from one to another, sometimes deleting portionisrediezed I'd
drifted off course from my topic, sometimes going back to include a new snapshsuddenly
sprang to mind as related to an earlier entry. | wrote the story into being hogimaré not just
my experiences with you but also my interpretation of them and their contbit miy broader
life narrative (a important factor from my interpretive perspective)edksas the cultural context

within which | saw them occurring. As an interpretive exercise, thielta more organic
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approach such as this would bring my own perceptions and reflections to the surfatenbase
what came to mind, what demanded to be included and what felt ‘right’.

After much editing and reflecting and tweaking, | felt that | came dp avcollection of
experiential snapshots that not only shared my experiences but also told a bropddostor
them. A story that explored the concepts of learning, structure, how we expéhesedwo

phenomena in relation to each other, and the outcomes of the intersection of these factors.

/I$ O 0

In moving ahead with this work | was very aware of the ethical question ofesyireg
others in my work (e.g. Ellis, 1995; 2009; Richardson & St Pierre, 2005). As opposed to
traditional research ethical considerations monitored by research bbataisiaiversities, this
type of ethical concern is what Ellis (2007) calls ‘relational ethics’ whentres around the
harm potentially posed to our personal relationships when undertaking this kind of woitkg Writ
personal stories involving actual people in my life, | lose the traditionab¢theeld of
anonymity and despite all efforts on my part | ran the risk that, “charawtgrdvecome
increasingly recognizable to [my] readers, though they may not have cahgehtang
portrayed in ways that would reveal their identity; or, if they did consent, they noght
understand exactly to what they had consented” (Ellis, 2007, p. 14). While my topidiisclgss
to raise issues with those in my narrative than some of the examples Ellis heepaper on
ethics and autoethnography (i.e. domestic violence, abuse, intimate portrasgiswus illness),
| still run the risk of hurting people | care about if they disagree with heywresent them or
would rather some aspect(s) of our shared experiences were not shared withdvéawois

paper. Reflecting upon this conflict, Ellis’ words come back to me once again, “how do we
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honour our relational responsibilities yet present our lives in a complex and tmgyfdibr
readers?” (Ellis, 2007, p. 14). How indeed?

On a broad level Ellis (2007) directs her students, and readers of the piece, tofact fr
our hearts and minds... and maintain conversations” (p. 4) stressing that we haveth®e“live
experience of doing research with intimate others, think it through, improvise and rewrite,
anticipate and feel its consequences” (p.22-23) because “there is no one settoffnllew” (p.
22-23). As a student, this advice is encouraging and yet not all that helpfubbetthét it
resonates with everything else I've read about this approach to reshatdhete is no easy
answer, no flowchart to follow, no concrete directions that you must apply in all sit@uces.

In my writing | followed Ellis’ (2007) advice on how proceed with this type of work
given the unique ethical dilemmas it can create:

| tell them to think about ethical considerations before writing, but
not to censure anything in the first draft to get the story as nuanced
and truthful as possible. Then, | warn, now you must deal with the
ethics of what to tell. Don’t worry. We'll figure out how to write

this ethically. There are strategies to try. You might omit things,
use pseudonyms or composite characters, alter the plot or scene,

position your story within the stories of others, occasionally decide
to write fiction (p. 24).

As | wrote | kept in mind her direction to hold relational concerns in just as high a
standard as the research, to not let it negatively affect my life, mipnslaips, or those of
others and, perhaps most importantly, to “research from an ethic of cars; 28017, p. 25).

More specifically, | used pseudonyms for everyone beside myself in the wddd{ng
false initials for the teachers) and created composite (Glover, 2007)tehaiacsome cases S0
that readers won’t always know if it was one individual in particular or a coidmnaf similar
conversations amalgamated together (Ellis, 2004). At different times | alsosetully stepped

back and considered how | was presenting someone else and did what | could tcagtapyaw
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unnecessary descriptors that would make potential identification at all possibiel] as
reflecting on my perspective of the experience and doing what | could to stay tnyanemory

specifically and recognize my interpretation of the events in the tekt its

+$ $!

This type of autoethnographic story has been described as a personal nartatjve (El
2004; Ellis et al., 2010) or a ‘mystory’ (Denzin, 2003), in which the author sees herself as the
phenomenon of the study with the goal being to understand some facet of her lived experienc
within a social context. Political, cultural, historical and personal contexts key component
of this kind of work, focusing on locating the individual experience in the social watithwi
which it was lived. Denzin’s (2003) mystories engage the author’s story bygaéng the
realities it presents, calling on the author to reflect on what is seen and unezstory they
are sharing as the work moves between three levels of discourse: the pénseguapular and
the expert. Ellis’ (Ellis, 2004) description of personal narratives describgisg the reader into
the author’s life in order to encourage readers to relate the material toviindives and how
the narrative can help them to “reflect on, understand and cope with their own lives” (p. 45).
this way these works build on an ethic of care, concern, and broader responsithiy as
challenge readers to reflect, digest and think about how the singular, subgqgbiesence
relates to the broader, generalizable culture.

This is not to say all writing about the self is able to meet these goalsAssed
above, reading autoethnographic work is just as subjective a process angsameti The
ability to effectively blend both lenses, to provide enough detail and discussiorsty theti

scientific needs without sacrificing the artistic expression, and eigayis an aspect of this
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work which | found somewhat daunting, especially since there was no spatgfi@acno
outline to follow, no previous dissertations | could pull down from the shelf to emulate.

| knew that | am drawn to the artistic and long to write more abstractitetie feared
my work drifting too far from the science, worried about my readers findirigngpto grasp
onto, no discussion or linkages to larger ideas to help them locate this work in the broader
context. This fear reigned me in when | got lost in the writing but left mggling with how to
write evocative, challenging texts without losing my balance, and thewsimglmy audience to
criticisms of narcissistic, egocentric, self-exposition rather thaoethnographic research. |
know both kinds of writing when | see them, but how did | know what kind it was that | was
writing? Reed-Danahay offers the following distinction, “[t]he line betwearcissism and
effective ethnographic writing lies often... in the writing abilities of thgar and in his/her
ability to make use of his/her own experiences as a way to teach us about dtgeti-afd/or
the social worlds of those “others’ who are the participants in our rese20€12'[§g. 424).
Throughout my writing this idea and those I've cited above resonated as touchstonesas ma
for me to return to when feeling uncertain.

In the end, | considered many different formats for the final presentatibe ehaipshots
and my reflection upon them including: looking at weaving reflection and narragether,
speaking in different voices representing different layers of my engagewith the material,
and stripping back the reflection to let the narrative stand alone, amongst otheratelift
however, when | came back to my research questions and the goal of this wittkalt fikle best
representation was to include the snapshots on their own followed by a more acadeinic, alb
still very personal, reflection on their content and my experience of regigite experiences

they describe. This process was inspired by the format of Ellis’ Revision (200&)ich she
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revisits previously written autoethnographic works, following the more evocatit@with what

she calls ‘meta-autoethnography’, a more detailed discussion and anatysis of

autoethnographic approaches and substantive content. | chose this approach becauded found t
text to be particularly engaging as | was able to immerse nipsetfe style of reading at a time,
losing myself in her experiences before stepping back to cast a mma cognitive eye over

the content and form of what I'd just read. And | hope that, in some small wagtat hedl be

able to do the same for you, dear reader.

1 r. # $ : $

Richardson’s (2000) criteria for CAP are used widely in this area of obésaad, more
importantly, appeal to me as a framework that covers all aspects of what iny work to be
and what | want it to do for you, my reader. | am, therefore, offering herrfteei@ to you to
reflect upon and hold up against my work to measure its success. It is my hope,ghtrator
you will find that it offers a substantive contribution, contains aesthetic meritedlexivity,
makes an impact, and offers a ‘true-sounding’ expression of a reality (6&8ona2000).

The first criteria of substantive contribution relates, for me, to the sciewoaf ¢he
spectrum as it asks how the work contributes to our shared understanding of the culture and/
social world within which the lived experience occurred. For me, this is a verytanpéacet of
autoethnographic work of this nature and while it is not always easy to balaneghtise
artistic expression, | believe it to be a primary component of what | woulsucalessful
autoethnographic writing. With the final presentation format | have chosen, thaf tae
autoethnographic work comes in the reflection section and conclusion as | discussghysthou
on both what | learned in the writing and how | see my work relating to the broatssusral

academic literature existing in related fields of study. In this wawrtistic expression, the
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autoethnographic narratives, and the analytical discussion come together in thagdereio
meet this criteria.

The second criteria, obviously, swings to the other end of the spectrum asking how
successful the writing is as an artistic expression, does it succéleetiaaly, offering a
complex and engaging read that is open to reflection and engagement on the part détRe rea
This criteria, | hope, is satisfied in the narratives themselves aasvigle overall tone and
content of the paper in its entirety. Keeping one portion of my attention attuneddotéria as
| wrote and created this work formed what | would call my ‘gut instindt’mg my faith in my
competency as a writer and creator when faced with decisions of presentathat,doform. |
also looked to other examples of autoethnography, as cited above, to draw inspiratiost for w
felt works, or doesn't, in this type of project.

The third criteria, reflexivity, is a little more complicated as it @bksreader to reflect
upon the piece from a different perspective, asking about the creation of taerdeke author’s
transparency in the broader research/writing process (Richardson, 2000). Askitite text
came to be written, how information was gathered, what ethical issuesanérented and the
level of self-awareness demonstrated by the author is not something thedayped perhaps
some in academia, are used to doing in this way. This type of critical pérspbotvever,
comes part and parcel with the postmodernist, subjective interpretivist foundatislond of
work that discards authorial omniscience and embraces situated, plural knofximgsvorld
(e.g. Denzin, 2003; Ellis, 2009; Holman Jones, 2005) a stance which, as noted above by
Richardson (2000), places a great deal of responsibility on the researcher tr bbals where
she is coming from, how her perspective has shaped her research and to what augiharity

laying claim. In this way, | hope that the rest of the paper, the introductematlite review, and
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this discussion of my methodological approach, have offered you enough insight into both who |
am as a researcher and how I've gone about creating the work you are reading.

The impact made by the piece, Richardson’s fourth criteria, is perhaps thenpodant
of all because if a piece fails in this way, to me, it is an utter failurgcribéng these criteria,
Richardson asks the reader to ask how the piece has affected her both emotionally and
intellectually, whether or not it has generated questions or motivated tieg teact, write or
engage in new research practices themselves (Richardson, 2000). Looking faicttesaf the
criteria | find myself feeling nervous, worried that my work will aliengbu, won't inspire you
to act or will fall flat, feeling important to me but not resonating with anyoyeundience. |
suppose this is a concern for all researchers; we are, hopefully, passionate aouk oour
subject area, and yet have to recognize that the rest of the world may not fintleocwriner of
research as fascinating as we do. In fact, I'm pretty sure thatiandard trope in sitcoms: the
passionate yet delightfully myopic intellectual who waxes at lengbhtaheir work and cannot
understand why no one else wants to hear about the mating habits of the willy-weti&ybe
the existential metaphor inherent in their selection of a cappuccino over. &attef what |
love about Richardson’s criteria is that she includes emotional and intdliegpaat, which, to
me, has always been a large part of how | engage with research, ésfiasiype of narrative
text. Research that separates the head from the heart has always fejttacke and it's been a
pleasure and a relief to have found a niche where other authors feel the saféisy&009;
Holman Jones, 2005).

| hope that my work will be meaningful and have an impact on my readers’ lives and,
again, believe that awareness of this criteria and keeping a mindful eye oretigapwhpact of

my work will has helped me create a more successful autoethnography. Kéeporgeria in
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mind, seeing it every day written in bold sharpie marker on an index card hahgireggray
desk, has inspired me to dig deeper, to challenge my places of discomfort anahyalavting
to venture into new areas of vulnerability and personal disclosure, sharing witheymote
emotional and meaningful experiences in these settings in the hopes thatlthesowate
somehow, somewhere, with your own.

The final criterion of expressing a reality is something that lies ateheheart of
creative analytic practice and autoethnographic work. If I, as a reseaaieot create a work
that feels ‘real’ to the reader, it's ability to create an impact wihdmapered and will be unable
to offer any significant insight into our ‘real’ world because its validétya interlocutor cannot
be trusted. Layered with this need for verisimilitude is an inherent liomtaf human memory,
the possibility of selective memory retention and the highlighting of ceatgiacts based on our
subsequent experiences and how we construct our personal story of our lives (i.e. the episode
we see as important, the details that we remember because they suppoficebgtietietc....).
In addressing this issue, in her writing on autoethnography Ellis emphdsazesad to
recognize that each story is a depiction of one version of ‘reality’ and acldgmngethat, as
authors, we can explore our memories as they exist to us but that they wilt toediraited,
partial and incomplete with regard to an abstract external factual depaétevents (Ellis, 2004;
Ellis & Bochner, 2006; Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2010).

Coming back to Richardson'’s criteria, however, what this means for my work the¢ha
reality that | present rests in the interpretivist perspective of plurel sealities existing
between individuals. The criteria demands, however, that | strive to creatags of my
reality, a description of how | see the world that can be seen by readersetting that is true

for that writer. This criterion called me back to an undergraduate course httokasy
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literature in which the professor repeated the distinction between ‘good’ dpeiitdion and
‘bad’ was that the good fiction ‘feels real in its unreality’. What he megatitdt was that even
though the world created in the fiction was obviously not the everyday world we libein, t
writer talks about it with enough depth of detail and works the story within it with enough
consistency and authenticity that they create a sense of verisimilitsipiéted®e obviously
fabricated elements of the supernatural or mythical. And while | am nohgvalbiout dragons or
magic in my autoethnographic narratives | am sharing my own internal worldhonmgtits,
reactions and perspectives and to make it feel ‘real’ to someone who has exgdifience
differently. More specifically, to create a sense of reality | haweestt to: offer enough detail to
flesh out that world for you, my readers; present a consistent reality yowsaagryou move
with me through the stories; and create an authentic presentation of my live@rcgethat
you can connect with and imagine as if it were your own. Speaking as a ssidéepoirt the
world of school and education | am especially aware that my perspectivas tpic, and
therefore how | present my lived experiences surrounding them, may diflydrem those of
most of my readers and have, therefore, done my best to ensure that this diffee=nicet

impede your sense of ‘reality’ in my story and your ability to connectado &ll levels.

) #  #$ #S !

When it came time to reflect upon my work and analyze my narrative, | was once aga
forging my own path, following a combination of what felt right for the projaedtwhat I'd read
in my methodological guiding material. I'm not going to go into detail about tbaeps here
because you still have the snapshots to read between now and then, assuming yauyéhisadi

in a linear fashion but, as | said, you're welcome to do otherwise if you so chooséhiakdt
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will make more sense if you read about this process just before readingude eftection
section itself.

| am also choosing to keep this current discussion brief as | would like you to dpproac
the snapshots themselves as a distinct part of this work and do not want to give you too much
direction before you are able to do so, hoping to allow you as much space as | gagotha
material yourself for your own interpretation. | will say, however, thateflection on the
material was just as complex and experimental a process as the restwoirkhigs been but that
in following my sense of what ‘worked’ and keeping an eye tuned on both my goals and the
methodological principles and values discussed above, | was able to find a thebejpbd
orient my reflections and frame them within the context of this work. Followinghapyration
from Ellis’ (2009) method, this reflection was undertaken as a form of ‘mebathnography’
reflecting on not only the substantive content of the narrative but also its form anddésspof
its creation offering, “a framework that marks and holds the scenes in pléestdor this
moment, one that moves from beginning to end and circles back to the beginning again” (p. 13),
exploring the story itself as an expression of understanding as well asaimafézcting
sociocultural beliefs, mores, expectations and norms.

| did attempt, at first, a somewhat more categorical analysis and found sorrlgingde
themes that cut through most of the snapshots but when it came to discussing thiesie fact
broader context | found their intersectionality, cyclical relationshipsraediependence
difficult to clarify. This is where | was relieved to find a theory that eclmedh of what | was
trying to say about my experiences in the two learning settings, framimipseyvations and
helping to organize my thoughts. Obviously, this is one interpretation of the material, one

specifically tinted lens that | chose to look through, and | hope that as you reextiuidle
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autoethnographic work below you will pause and consider your own thoughts, what themes or
repeating ideas spring to mind for you, before you move ahead into my discussion of the

experiences.

&2 . #

And there you have it, the substantive and methodological foundation upon which I build
this work. Your understanding of where | am coming from at the beginning of this work is
important to me not just so that we’re on the same substantial page and sharing aandicigrst
of the position of this work in the broader scope of the literature (although that igantgon)
but also so that you're aware of who | am and where | am coming from seaaateer and
writer. As I've said above, | see this project as being, hopefully, dialaat@ture, offering you
an active engagement with the material rather than just a transmissiea®from me to you
and, as such, | hope that these past two chapters have helped illuminate my posilttborsin al
material thereby giving you a framework of sorts in which to contextudleproject as a
whole.

And now, without further ado, | ask that you leave this portion of the paper behind and
forge ahead to explore my autoethnography on its own, as an expression of my lfjopeful

evocative and personal experiences in two different learning settings.

Happy reading.
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And here | am, still in the woods. They’ve changed shape and I've roamed around a fair
bit but it's still lovely and wild and full of surprising new things to find. It took me a bit\at |
found my stride and have come a fair distance, free from the crushing uncertainty that held me in
place, that fear of taking a step lest it end up leading in the wrong direction.

The difference is that after enough reading and thinking and writing | finally figured out
what | needed to move ahead with my journey. | needed a compass.

Once | realized that was all | was missing, | turned to the resources | had and built myself
one.

First of all, | had to decide on my final destination. Having a compass doesn' help much
if you dont know in which direction want to travel but once | settled my research questions and
purpose statement | was ready to start making plans.

Next came the compass itself. | realized | couldnt trust my ability to navigategththe
woods, to maintain a course, ignore distractions and, perhaps most importantly, find my way
back to the route when | lost it, if | didnt have some kind of orienting force that | couldaefer t
While my primary resources never offered me specific concrete stepsdiugit, broader
goals, ideals and theories, gave me a steady course to align my route to. Like the magnetic arrow
in a compass that always points north, these texts were my constant, the steady and reliable
grounding that pointed in the same direction no matter how far off course | drifted.

The magnetic arrow of a compass always points North and you can orient yourself in
other directions in a general manner if that is all you have but with the addition of a divided dial

marking the other four directions and the various finer points of degree between them, you can
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find the specific path you need to take. The dial offers a context in which to use the information
from the magnetic arrow, allowing us to use that information in a more concrete and
individualized manner. In my compass, this dial, created by the methodological tools and skills
I'd picked up over the course of seven years in graduate school, allowed me to apply the
consistent information from the arrow to the context of my own journey and fine tune my
intentions, carving out a path that was uniquely my own and uniquely suited to the journey |
wished to take.

Now all of that is well and good but a compass is not going to get you anywhere on its
own. To get anywhere in the wilds | knew | had to be willing to move; | had to put one foot in
front of the other and, by sheer force of my own will and desire, move myself along the route I'd
chosen. And sometimes that’s been the hardest part. | know I'm walking the right path, the one
that challenges me and leads me somewhere new, if it's one that has a few dead ends, if it's one
with uphill and downhill portions, if it runs through both sunlit highs and dark hallows. If it was
all flat meadows and sunshine, | wouldn't have learned nearly as much, wouldn't have had to
challenge myself and change my perspective, wouldnt have had to do the work | know | wanted
to do.

It wasnt easy.

On my journey | developed blisters as my vulnerabilities were exposed tatios fof
new ideas and new perspectives. | got hungry and tired when the path seemed to be going no
where or | had to backtrack and start again and | had lots of times when | dreamed of an easier
path, some kind of trail to tell me where to step next. But trusting my own commitment, my
understanding of the texts that shaped my compass, and the guiding voices of my committee and

fellow grad students, | made it through.
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Well, I made it through the first stage of the journey, anyway.

| blink and the forest is gone and I'm standing in the washroom on the third floor. My
heart hammers in my chest as | glance at my watch. | look back into the mirror, grateful to be
alone in the small room. | force a smile and watch it turn real as my reflection returns it
hesitantly. | tug at my shirt and smooth a hand over my hair.

Time to look back over my recent travels and see if | ended up where | hoped to go.

| leave the bathroom and head back to the conference room I've booked for my proposal

defence, shaking with both anxiety and excitement.
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This story starts in a small suburban town, Aurora, located about an hour North of
Toronto in the mid-1980s. We moved to Spruce Street when | was about five and, looking back
over the landscape of my childhood, this house looms largest in my memory. Reflecting on my
experience of homeschooling for the purposes of this study, | found myselftyumglerstand
just how the handful of years we spent there figured more prominently in my mearudiam
still unsure. Is it because of the age | was at that time? Still yenmggh to engage in all sorts
of imaginary play but old enough to construct more complex games and, perhaps more
significantly, old enough to remember in detail a lot of what | experienceelthéas it
something specific about the circumstances, the games we played, the peopdel weth? Was
| just happier there? More engaged and invested in what | was doing becausehtypyg ara?

Did we just live there longer? | don’t suppose I'll ever know the why but that daderige the
fact that it’s there, firmly lodged in my memory as ‘my childhood home’.

There were seven permanent residents of the house: myself, my mom, my aunt, and my
four siblings (my brother and sister and my two cousins who have been more like anottesr brot
and sister for as long as | can remember). A much older cousin and her balgyadmsth us
for long stretches at a time later on, along with various foster siblingsiandsmwho wove in

and out of our lives. My dad lived with the woman who would later become my stepmother in

3 Shakespeare, WDthello (Act |, scene iii). This source retrieved online Octobezll4 from http://shakespeare.mit.edu/othello/full.html.
4 N.B. Just a reminder from your friendly neighborhood autoethnographemalg is the only real name used in this work: the initials ety teachers are not actually their

own and my siblings’ names have been changed to give everyone incittiede narratives as much anonymity as | can. I've also usgddghniques of amalgamating
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downtown Toronto and we saw them every few weeks or so but they were not directhgdnvol
in my day-to-day experiences of homeschooling.

The town was, at the time, relatively small, with an approximate population of 25,000
(Town of Aurora, 2015) who consisted largely of white middle-class familiasigcs Canada,
1990) As a kid it didn’t occur to me to consider these factors, they were just thedusxkgf
how I generally saw the world at that age, assuming most familiedikkeraine except in the
obvious ways | knew we were different (e.g. homeschooling and natural medicines yweine
much more ‘out there’ back in the 1980’s). The fact that | didn’t notice these featands
remember playing with many kids who weren’t white and seemingly madss, points more
to the dominance of these factors in the community than my attention or lack thereoldl |
assume. While we never had much money, | would argue that our family fell intodtie-mi
class as we had loads of educational material in the home, my parents and auniveesey
educated, demonstrated a sense of their own power and efficacy within our aodiggtued
egalitarian relationships with us kids (e.g. American Psychological Asieogid007; Markus,
2013). This general sociocultural context remained relatively consistengtimot my
childhood, reflected in both my memories of homogeneous social circles and documents like
photos from my sports teams (see Appendix B) and our homeschooling groups/events.

The house we lived in at the time was the model home for the subdivision, placed
sideways in the middle of the plot of land leaving two side yards on either side of tlee hous
rather than the small front patch of grass and larger open space behind the hdusdl whaur
neighbours had. The front of the house was surrounded by tall evergreen shrubbemgsand tre

dense green boughs shielding hollow centres perfect for hiding and fort building, veigh spa

repeating or related experiences into singular situations angsiollemultiple people into singular characters at some pointte indrrative to maintain both a manageable

narrative structure and more anonymity where possible.
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enough between them and the brick of the house for racing back and forth in endless games of
tag, resulting in a permanent dirt path where grass was never giveratioe ¢b sprout, despite
my mom’s ongoing attempts to reseed the area.

The house design also always struck me as being ‘sideways’ and stranghirgpime
always liked about it, in comparison to more ‘normal’ two story homes | was usdiduadi out
later it was just what people called a ‘side-split’ and was not partigidpeécial at all. To me,
however, the short staircases, the living room half a floor above the ground levet and t
bedrooms half a floor above that, they were essential parts of how the house workedaand, for
homeschooling child who spent the vast majority of all her time in and around that house, how
the house ‘worked’ was a very important matter indeed. The split-levels medad multiple
spaces to play without being cut off entirely from everyone else. Mom wagsivithin easy
shouting distance and it felt more ‘together’ to me than our previous home with ot ro@sse
cutting off the bedrooms from the rest of the house. You could stand at the far end ofaine ups
hallway and see straight past all the bedrooms, down the five stairs, paspth® ghe front
hall on one side and the doorway into the kitchen on the other, through the living room and all
the way to the other end of the house where the dining room branched off from the living room.
Why am | including this architectural detailing here? | don’t reallywkeacept that the feeling
of this house is important to me. We played everywhere in it, we roamed and ran,ezbnvert
furniture into forts and climbing apparatus, chased and rolled through all the, spatéshink
its openness and variety contributed to that play. | don’t remember many quiet ispatert |
also don’t remember needing any.

Our activities ranged from converting the entire dining room into a staecrcomplete

with sheets draped over the long dining room table and control panels drawn on its underside for
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reclined navigation of the ship, to sitting on the thick vinyl-covered bench in the breadd#st
(oh, the eighties) working our way through various bright yellow academic workb©Oakslays
consisted largely in doing whatever it was we felt like doing at the tirechadl rules but | don't
remember having many. Physical violence or hurtful words were not allowedemgeswpected
to be safe regarding things like the stove or the road outside but | don’t remembabnuée
them. We didn’t cross the street without telling an adult where we were goihge didn’t do
things like turn on the stove or light candles without adult help but | don’t remember the
behaviours resting in external restrictions or abstract rules, it was justduoed or didn’t do
things. If we did hurt someone else or had a conflict we couldn’t solve on our own, Ilsemem
my mom, and to a lesser extent my aunt who worked outside the home as a supply teacher,
sitting down and talking to us, asking us why we did what we did and how we felt both while we
did it and upon reflection after the fact. | suppose these were restrictions baithieynielt
natural, logical and comfortable. The worst thing that ever happened becausdehaviour
was that we weren't allowed to play with the other kids for a while and had twisiegn adult
because we hadn’t respected the others’ right to safety.

We had outings to places like the library, a local conservation area, or theaggim
pool, and those were decided upon by general consensus when they were flexible and by
statement of fact from my mom when they weren't (i.e. library books are duedoddysome
point we have to at least go there and drop them all off). | have no idea how often we went out
versus how many days we spent at home but | remember a lot of outdoor playtime, in kscal par
or just in our yard, running games and imaginative play, exploring and using whatouas us
to enrich whatever task or game we had chosen at that moment. | read a lot and hdeadnany

memories of the books my mom read aloud with all five of us scattered around the living room
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colouring, doodling, or just sitting and listening to series like\Nthmia or Little House on the

Prairie books.

| sit with my mom in the strange hallway outside the pool where some of the other kids
are taking swimming lessons. I’'m younger, about six maybe, and my class isffenesmtnight.
| am bored of the books my mom brought to entertain me but excited by the prospeettof ti
play with my mom all by myself.

“Can we play the shopping game?” | ask. | can’t remember how this dartedout it
was a staple for killing time at the pool.

“Sure, let me think.”

| wait as patiently as | can, bouncing from one foot to the other.

“Okay, first, go get me some ground beef,” she says.

| nod, serious about taking on this responsibility, before dashing off to the other end of
the low corridor. | ‘grab’ a pound of ground beef off the shelf | imagine taking the pfebe
tall lockers and, carrying it in both hands dash back to deposit it at her feet.

“Perfect, now | need onions and garlic and peppers and canned tomatoes,” she says.

“I know what it is, its spaghetti!” | cry, tossing my hands in the air.

“Wait and see,” she says, her eyes twinkling at me.

| toss my head and groan before returning to the ‘store’ at the end of the ratisdvgyab
these imaginary items, nestling them in the crook of my left arm that based in front of my
chest. Back again, the items delivered,

“Onions and garlic and peppers and canned tomatoes,” | reiterate.
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“Now | need apples and potatoes, and brown sugar, milk, butter and oatmeal,” she nods
in response to my furrowed brows; she’s not making a mistake.

| stand still for a moment, balancing on one foot, until it comes to me,

“Chilli and mashed potatoes and apple crisp for dessert,” | crow, jumping up and down in
excitement, “You tricked me!”

“I tried to,” she laughs, “but you caught me.”

| tear away down the hallway, making a token flailing reach towards thi§ e race
back, delighted with my success and the new fun of the trick answer added to our game.

That following weekend we pile into the station wagon for the seemingly srdties
downtown to visit my dad. In reality, the drive takes about an hour and | like theioqu@entthe
car but it still feels like it takes an immense amount of time to make ourerayour driveway
to his door.

“Mom, ask me a question,” my little sister asks, looking up from the middle of the bench
seat in the front. She gets to ride up front most of the time because she gektsrctie back
but | have a secret suspicion that she doesn't always get as sick as Siesiss. Not
believing her makes me feel bad, though, so | don’t mention to anyone.

“What kind of question?” my mom asks, clearly confused.

“She means a trivia question,” | pipe up from the middle row.

“Oh, okay. Let me see,” my mom frowns for a moment, concentrating as she changes
lanes around a slow truck, “can you name me, let’s say five, different anjiowafeight see at
the zoo?”

“Elephant, monkey, snake, lizard, lions, and hippos,” my sister rattles off thadikt e

“That’s six,” my brother points out from the seat next to me. “My turn now.”
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“Okay, hmm,” my mom pauses so long | think she’s forgotten we’re supposed to be
playing the game. “Tell me the three states of matter water canrtdkew it changes between
them.”

“That’s easy, water can freeze into ice, melt into water or boil into steam.”

“My turn,” | say as soon as he’s done.

“How many different kinds of metal can you name?” she asks, her eyes darting off
road to meet mine in the rear-view mirror. | don’t know how she manages to do that ang find m
eyes so quickly but she always does.

“What do you mean?” | am confused. Metal is metal.

“Like steel and copper,” my brother chimes in.

“Don't, it's my question,” | pout.

“He’s just helping you out, sweetie. There are different kinds of metal dilsaiu, you
know how pennies are a different colour than dimes and some things made out of metal are
harder than others, that’s because it’s different material, differerisinations of chemicals
make different types of metal.”

“Oh,” | sit there digesting this information as | stare out the window and watch m
favourite stretch of the Don Valley Parkway roll by, the hills of the valleyrg) up from the
highway blanketed by the solid green canopy of treetops, “Like tinfoil is diffen@ntthe metal
parts of the car?”

“Exactly!” | can only see her eyes but | know she’s smiling at me in the mirror

“Can | have a different question, though? | don't know the names of metals.”

“I do,” my brother exclaims.
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“Okay, then that will be your next question, John. Mahi#y’s see... can you tell me
about how we make maple syrup?”

| smile, remembering our trip to the conservation area a few weeks a@y, take the
sap from the trees and collect it in those little buckets and then boil it all ingtpetsiand then
there’s syrup,” | say in a rush.

“Right on,” my mom smiles again and moves on to ask my cousin a question about the
kings and queens of Narnia and | finish the ride to my dad’s playing alongyguvaiyi turn for

my personal question and doing my best not to blurt out the answers for everyone else’s.

56 7 %&

“Mom, I'm bored,” | run my fingers over the back of her chair, loving the textdithe
vinyl and the sudden cold of the metal piping alternating under my fingertips.

“Well, why don't you read a book?” she suggests absently, looking over my brother’s
shoulder.

“I did, I just finished it and | have nothing to read now,” | moan, tracing a sfimgjer
along the edge of the chrome frame.

“We just got those new math books, do you want to sit here and work with John?”

“Maybe,” | draw the word out as | weigh my options. Math is not really my favourite
activity but I'm bored and like solving the puzzles in the questions. “What kind of math are
they?”

She rifles through the stack of glossy yellow workbooks and pulls one out, setting it on

the table beside her, “Here, take a look and see if you like anything in there.”

5 My full name is Amanda but everyone called me Mandy until, at about 40, ddecided it was a childish name and far too girlie fo¢atteough | don’t know that |

understood my discomfort with it as such very clearly then) andhedtback Amy which was part of a pet name my mom had used whanvewasmall: Amy-Beth.
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| climb up onto the bench of the breakfast nook and kneel on the seat, leaning forward
over the workbook as my mom turns to explain something to my brother.

The cover is always the same, a streaky picture of kids walking anthgarpooks on a
yellow background. I flip it open and go immediately to the pages of stick#érs back. Bright
colours and bold fonts leap off the page at me. ‘Way to go!’ and ‘Yes!’ and ‘A+!" shuut
encouragement and affirmation of correct answers. | flick my finger ahengdge of one
sticker, peeling it back slightly.

“What do you think?” my mom asks, turning back to me.

| shrug, “Lemme see,” | say before flipping through the pages lookitig atifferent
math problems. The first few pages are basic addition and subtraction; | cahalcetdy, so |
skip ahead.

“Oh, | like these ones,” | say, looking up to nod at my mom as | point to the page | found.

“Filling in the missing number to complete the equation?” she smiles atdneaads me
a pencil. | breeze through the first page and move on to find something more ¢hglleng

“Subtraction with double digits, do you remember how to do that?” my mom asks,
pointing at the rows of stacked numbers filling the page where | paused in myglippin

“I think so0,” | try my hand at the questions as my mom gets up to start lunch. Checking
my answers against the key in the back, | got more wrong than | expectedhd'iof Krustrated
but also curious as to where | went wrong in the process. Eager to solve the,mystérack
and scan the questions, running my finger over the numbers as | walk throughdwihatthe
ones | got wrong. They look okay to me and I'm confused by the fact that my reuduveér

match the one in the back of the book. After double-checking that I'm looking at thetcorre
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section of answers, | sit there and stare at the page for a long moment, mhiodgedi solidly
between my teeth as I think.

| know the subtraction itself is right (or is now that | corrected that oneiguedtve
minus two is not four), but in a lot of them my answer is still way off. | tighten mygajoying
the faint crunch and crush as my teeth poke through the paint on the pencil to sink into the wood
beneath. Mulling over what | know about subtraction | realize that I've been just‘tbwigg
number’ adding in reverse and am pleased to discover that | have a faint rexotleatithere’s
a different step that has to go in subtraction. | try again, pulling the pencil fyomouth to
scrub the eraser over one incorrect question before starting it all over, thinkinghtleaozth step
carefully. Ending up with the same answer, | finally have to admit tmastimped.

“Mom, | don'’t get this,” | call louder than | need to as she is standing just aittbe
side of the room, earning myself a glare from my brother who is working through tiree of
more advanced books. “I'm doing it wrong but | can’t remember what part is wrong.”

“Okay, just a second,” she glances over with a nod while she finishes cuttirrgta car
before walking over, wiping her hands on a tea towel on her way. “Let’s see,” siys she
book so the page faces her. “Oh look, you took one away from the tens column to make the three
bigger but you turned it into four instead of thirteen,” she points to the second questiost the fir
one I'd circled as incorrect.

| look at where she’s pointing but don’t understand, “What?”

She sits on the chair and holds her hand out for my pencil, “I'll show you.”

She walks me through the question, correcting my ‘reverse carry over’ rsisiadte
explaining the principles behind the process, drawing small circles around thendifelumns

of numbers and labelling them ‘ones”, tens’, and ‘hundreds’. When it finalljk&land | see
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what she’s trying to tell me I can’t help but bounce up and down on my heels thal awekstd
underneath me,

“Okay, okay, | get it now,” I laugh and playfully push her hands off the book, snatching
my pencil back. She smiles and returns to her cutting board while | redo the quiegtibns
wrong.

| check the answers again, satisfied to find they are mostly correct, asida few basic
subtraction errors that | quickly fix. Having had enough of the math I lifethyp to stand on
the bench, relishing the satisfying sting of pulling my skin away from thé wingre it was
stuck, and stretch my legs with a shake before jumping to the floor and heading down to the rec

room to see what Joe is watching on TV.

*k%k

“Mandy!” my mom calls from the front door. | vaguely realize this is theskain several
similar salutations and lift my head from the worn paperback tucked intopmyWe’re going
now.”

For a moment | am confused but then as the world of The Babysitters Club anddhe a
ridden trials and tribulations of its prepubescent members fades away likeummistg off in the
sun, | come back to my own nine-year-old life and remember that we're gamgnéng this
afternoon. | remain folded into the chair for a long moment, my head resting on Qmayalegs
thrown over the other, a browning apple core resting forgotten between twofstgaag. | am

frustrated by the interruption and anxious to see just how the girls will rebelivetrrent

conflict. And then, as the reality of the book continues to fade | realize mgregsiff and my
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feet are going numb from hanging over the edge of the chair for so long. féafa of
despair as | set the book aside, careful to prop it open to my current place, and g\ggg m
down, pulling myself up from the soft embrace of the brown and orange and creans tioate
are smeared across the velour fabric of my favourite chair. | autathatimooth a hand over
the material where my head was resting on it, erasing the marks | madghirygothe pile in the
wrong direction.

My mom’s head appears over the half-wall that separates the living roomhiednomt
hall, half a floor below,

“Let’s go, hon, everyone else is waiting.”

Images of splashing water and the thrill of the waterside at the local corgroemite
replace the emptiness that suddenly opened at the loss of my book-world and I'm up off the
couch and darting across the room. The book will be there when | get home and whigpyn
to change gears for a while, part of my attention will remain with the dieesaand their lives
until 1 return to them to finish the story.

“I don’t know how you can read those books,” my older brother scoffs once | am finally
buckled into my seat and we are backing out of the driveway. As one of the few of us who don’t
get carsick, I'm in my usual spot in the very backseat of the station wagog faeiwrong way
as we pull away from the house. His voice drifts over my head and | feel a clgjaift of |
watch the house grow smaller and smaller as we drive away.

| shrug, “I dunno.” I usually just don't respond and pretend not to hear his criticism of my
reading tastes.

“They're just so repetitive and shallow,” he says, “I'd feel like I'm tvggmy time

reading them.” In my head the sophistication and knowingness in his mature elewetdyea
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certainty automatically out trumps my own enjoyment and | don’t know what to lsaywi he’s
not trying to be mean but | feel hurt anyway. | want to only like ‘good’ books andrssehey
sees in these ‘bad’ ones but | don't and | can't. | fall into the story andsjehére, regardless
of writing style or quality. | don’t even see it as one or the other. Some starie®ee
interesting or more boring to me at any given time but that's my onlyiarif2o | feel like
reading this? Am | enjoying reading it? Do | want to continue readinthi®e questions direct
my choices and motivate my selections at the library every two weeksh I would be clever
like him and see the difference between these books but | honestly don’t. Well thatenbt
know that when | readord of the Flied could feel a difference, | had to think more about the
book and what the characters were doing, or wanted to be doing, that it was more complex, but
that doesn’t mean | don't still enjoy the Babysitters’ Club too.

And yet, | can’t shake the feeling like I'm missing something, that | shaubén’
enjoying these books as much as | do. Part of me is angry at him over that anargart of
appreciates that he’s trying to teach me something, grateful that | mate point out the
differences and make me think about what I'm reading and why I’'m reading it. Aexal itv
comes right down to it, I'm just happy as long as I'm reading something and hdea to be
picky, so in some ways | think I'm better off than he is because reading figrttme wonderful
thing that includes so many kinds of books without being disappointed by them or feeling like
I’'m wasting my time. Reading is never a waste of time for me.

My brother has long since moved on to a discussion with my cousin speculating about
whether or not the slide will be open at the pool and | am happy to sit quietly sglhdlito the
remnants of that lovely lost-in-a-book feeling as the car carries me geralyand back into the

real world.
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We go to the library every two weeks or so and my mom has instituted a stiggtgioli
everyone writing down their books (or asking her to write them down) as soon asveengsio
avoid lost items and mounting fines. | never leave the library without a pile of bterkdiyi
filling my arms, revelling in their weight as | make my way to the Gefal to keep them
tucked in line lest they start to slip and start an avalanche. | collect noeshaarefully, reading
the back of paperbacks to see what kind of story they tell, sometimes includingrmdid fivith
new risks just to be sure | have something I'm going to like. Running out of books | waatto r
before our next trip to the library is always a worry but with a solid calecf favourites at
home on the bookcase | know | can always fill the gap with something.

I've met a few kids who say they hate books and | am literally astounded by this
declaration. | can empathetically comprehend the idea that some kids migké meading to
themselves, just as | don't like playing football or road hockey, but to say you doriblikes,
that sounds as ridiculous as saying you don't like food. With the variety and ratogécsf
forms and styles out there, their vehement dislike makes no sense to me at all.

When asked about my favourite activity | don’t usually think of reading because | don’t
see it as ‘an activity’; to me, it isn't something | choose to do, like drawindiogmy bike.
Reading is just something I've always done, it's part of my daily life. 't camember ever not
being able to read and trace my fascination with books back through my favourite styry of
two-year-old-self somehow discovering a collection of books-of-the-movie basedssic
horror films at the library and making my mom sign them out and read them to me over and over.
Years later, as a teenager, | was delighted to discover thakhstv entire scenes off by heart,
purely based on the repeated readings of these books as a child, evidence of holv deeply

engrossed myself in their tales. | have always loved to hear my mom tell thefdtuose

86



books, eventually with my footnote about the movies themselves, because it is patfef my
with books, part of the narrative of my relationship with the written word; it confirmemypt

my love of horror and supernatural fiction but, more importantly, my identityiteslarig book
lover, someone who picks what she wants to read and then goes ahead and falls ih kine wit

story it contains.

Uhg, | think to myself.

I’'m about ten, sitting on the newly installed linoleum of the family room. A boardjplas
playing pieces and messy piles of paper money and square cards of paper coftzehabie
in front of me. | am growing increasingly bored and frustrated as | listéretboys negotiate a
deal,

“Yes, but if | give you Marvin Gardens you’ll have all three which is muchemor
dangerous to me, and therefore more helpful to you, than me just having two of the red
properties and the one blue one.”

“But you're getting two properties out of it.”

“I know but the one you're getting is more useful than the two you're offering.”

“So what else do you want?”

“You could throw in your railroad too.”

“No way, then you’'d have two.”

“Fine, how about some cash too?”

| fiddle with my plastic houses, stacking them and then flicking them geittiymy

finger until they fall down.
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“Does anyone else want to make a fair trade?” one of the boys asks, his vgiceighar
anger over the negotiation that just failed.

“No, just take your turn,” | snap.

“I'will, I'm just trying to see if anyone else wants to trade anything

| roll my eyes. This game is killing me.

“You didn’t have to play,” he accuses me, picking up the dice to roll.

He’s right. | didn’t have to but they begged me and since the rest of them were,d’d hav

been bored and alone all afternoon if | didn’t. He rolls and completes his turn. Myveajdrae
to sleep under me and | shift out of my kneeling position, stretching them out besmldehe t
and enjoying the pins and needles that flood into the tissue as the blood returng ogtarat
my cousin, the banker,

“How many properties are left?” | ask hopefully.

“Uhm,” she counts quickly, “five. No, Baltic too, six.”

| nod happily.

“The game doesn’'t end when they're all bought,” my brother points out.

“What? When does it end?” This game has already lasted for anyeterdit can’t bear
the idea of playing any longer than | have to.

“When everybody except one person goes bankrupt.”

“So when we’re all out of money?”

“Yes, and also have sold all your houses and hotels and mortgaged all your properties.”

| stare in dismay at the board, the colourful property labels, the scatterirepoflgyuses
and red hotels. | can’t even begin to fathom how long this game will last. We reavelbging

forever already and we all still have quite a bit of money left. Plus, everystmeone lands on
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your property they have to give you some of their money and then when you land oyatheirs
give them some back.

This will never end.

| feel a pressure building in my chest as my brother squints at me doubtfollysayd
you wanted to play and we said we were playing until the end.”

“Yeah, but | didn’'t know you meant that long,” | whine. | see where this is going and
know he’s getting frustrated with me. | look at the stacks of ‘deed’ cards cam@fitadhged in
front of him. He plans on playing until he’s won. All | want to do is be released, to stand up and
walk away from my stiff legs, my boredom and, now, my anxiety over wanting to quith®kt
is tight and | have to remind myself to force a deep breath in and out. My jaw clenches

“You can't quit,” he says, clearly waiting for me to disagree and touchrk gphis
smouldering temper.

| can’t keep playing. | know I'm going to have to quit, “No, | don’t want to pldysTs
dumb and boring,” | snap, standing up to distance myself from my decision.

He yells for my mom and | yell back at him, loud and angry words fly back and lforth
cry. He doesn't. I've let him down and feel very badly about that but didn’t know how to avoid
it. He wants hours and hours more from me and | couldn’t keep playing. He refuses to
understand my point and | cannot see his anger as justified or understandablesgiven hi
investment and expectations for the game. The others support him and it's juatking away
feeling small and somehow lessened but also firm in my knowledge that Idaht'to play
and couldn’t have continued playing for as long as they expected me to do so.

Faintly, | wish | was someone who could have finished, wish | was like them, but I'm

not. I'm someone who... I don't know. | just couldn’t do it and didn’t really care that muth tha
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he was going to get mad. No, | cared that he got mad but | didn’t care enough nagtrtty quit
frustration and stress over trying to keep playing when | couldn’t stand it, Wwagsent so
much time arguing and negotiating, was too much. The idea of playing any pwagsed in on
me, my chest was growing heavier and heavier with each round of turns thakevadta
tension building in my gut. | couldn’t do it. And he got mad.
And to this day they make fun of me for ‘always quitting’ when no one seems able to cite

any specific instance other than that one game.

81l 9 &

The three of us sit huddled over the massive book.

“When shall we three meet again,” my cousin reads slowly.

“In thunder, lightning or in rain?” her brother answers.

“It will be ‘ere the set of sun,” | chime in, delighting in the trip of the words gn m
tongue, the foreign phrasing and cadence of the sentences.

“What's a greymalkin?” Joe asks, looking ahead to his next line.

“Um,” Sharon places a finger on the small number next to the word in the line and traced
a path to the corresponding number in the notes cramped along the outside of the page, “it's a
cat, | guess.”

“The cat’s name or a kind of cat?”

| lean across him to look at the tiny print of the margin notes, “Well, it says ‘paddock’
the next line is a toad and that they're the witches’ familiars so | thinké¢hegmes.”

Joe nods but still looks confused.
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“Familiars are witches’ pets,” John chimes in from where he’s si#tirige dining room
table sketching out plans for the stage. “But they have some power, so not justegsndls
on what you read but the idea is that witches had animal companions that were lihle#d to t
magic in some way.”

“Oh, okay,” Joe nods and turns back to the page.

In my mind | can picture the scene, three old hags dressed in tattered scragpsantidar
filthy cloth, standing around a steaming cauldron on a rain slashed heath. I'raciby sure
what a heath actually is but feel like it's some kind of barren and desoldtglielperfect place
for three witches to meet and plot the hero’s downfall (at least, I'm metéythat's what they
are doing). In my mind’s eye | didn’t see the three of us dressed in torn sitbetsraggly wigs
and wrinkles drawn on with greasepaint standing in front of a painted drape made to laok like
field; | see the witches, calling out their words of power against the wind anainhend the fog
that would most certainly be snaking around our ankles; | see a glimpse of somse&ndson
of the magic and mystery that could be a part of our world; | see an echo of the maagic a
fantasies that dance around my dreams, spelled out by someone hundredsheffgearse; |
see a kinship between my love of everything monstrous and magical and tis@llagsic, that
rolls out in a rhythm and rhyme that drips off my tongue so that | feel | almostwhatwvord
should come next to satisfy the dance as it unfolds.

Later, John reads us the synopsis and | am slightly disappointed that the witchtes didn’
figure more prominently in the action but am still delighted by the rest of theadd gloomy
story, not to mention the ghost and the murderous plots and the awkward poetry that trips up my

tongue while it seeps into my soul.
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Learning that first scene by heart | fell in love with the words first hed with the
whole play, and the author himself, as the idea of witches and magic and poetnyrdad m
slowly filtered into my understanding as well. This Shakespeare fellotvjgtdelicious poetry,
was incredible. My heart connecting to not only the dark content but also the eplasan ¢
feeling of the characters and plot. It reminds me of my book of Greek mythgithustrated
Children’s Bible, both collections of stories | adored because they spoke to merqfenthle’s
most basic beliefs, a foundation for all the other stories | read. Shakespeakeéchoed that
feeling but added poetry and mystery, and death and ghosts. In short, | am in Agaking
nerd’s heaven.

Eventually we grow tired of trying to memorize lines and the immensitlyeof
undertaking becomes real, resulting in a drifting away from the project bus tdaty | still

remember that first scene and the thrill | felt over discovering tlggcnod Shakespeare.

*k%k

Another larger activity | remember doing around this time in my childhood wlsllée
‘class’ with a partner of one of my mom'’s friends. Bill came every wealo dor a while and ran
little seminars on animals, environmentalism and various other topics. We Haaf seseurces
that | think we got in the mail (we got a lot of textbook and other school materiplesaas a
result of my mom officially registering us as a private school) that includegheets and
animal profiles featuring a wide range of endangered and threatenessgjhetio, 1980’s
environmental movement). | remember Bill talking to us about habitats, hovicpeanals

required specific features in their living spaces, and other rudimentaryoidigt stands out
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in my mind was that we each had a project to do one week: to study a particulayeeedan
animal and report back on it for the next session.

It's funny, as | started to write this section | thought the one thing | remmrethbbem
these ‘classes’ was my animal but as | wrote that last paragrapize teat | was thinking of
my sister’s animal, the sea otter. My report was actually on arctiicaaind to this day |
remember that one of the things threatening them was oil pipelines being gt teeir
terrain, disrupting their migration patterns. | don’t remember what we ithdtiese reports but |
remember us all taking it pretty seriously, colouring in printed pictures andahaague
recollection of building some kind of diorama of my animal’s habitat.

The ‘animal class’ with Bill stands out to me as one time at this age in which | had
‘homework’ to do but | don’t remember it being a stress or a pressure, largefblyrblecause
we didn’t actually have to do it. If we wanted to be included in the report giving portion of the
next session, we obviously had to have a report to give, but this was a natural, logical
consequence of the organized learning environment, and each of our individual dezisions t
participate was still completely self-directed. | remember engpthis class very much but that
it only lasted a few weeks, I'm not sure why. | can’t say now what would havertepped it
continued, had we done it every week. Would my interest have remained? Would it have becom

something we had to do and therefore something we dreaded or resisted?

While the majority of my time was spent in the unstructured homeschooling
environment, | did attend other activities that were highly structured. Most praninay

memories of these activities are swimming lessons and summer cantps.skage of my life |
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attended several different day camps and was enrolled in swimming léssorike time | was
about six until | was thirteen. While my experience of swimming lessonsiweast always a
positive one, my experiences of the structure of summer camps varied depending on how the

structure was maintained or enforced.

“Okay gang,” the instructor smiled down at us, “everyone line up, we’re goingno sw
laps and work on our front crawl.”

We follow him to the end of the pool and stand shivering in line. A slow stream of water
runs out the end of my braid to tickle its way down the small of my back. | shift frorntoside
side, relishing how slippery the smooth tile feels under my wet feet. Theshiarp with
chlorine and I find it hard to pay attention as the shouts and whistles from the oth@s gcho
through the space. The pool is tucked away in the basement of a small private s¢hdova
that it feels almost like a cave with its low ceiling and close, tiletswal

“Remember what we talked about last week,” my instructor raises his voicthevads
who are chatting at the end of the line. He bends over and mimes the overhead reacbruf the f
crawl stroke, “Breathe on the same side, every other stroke. And don't fmkgetfi those legs
straight when you're kicking.” He nods at the first kid in line, “Okay, go ahead, SaratyoBe
else, when the kid in front of you passes the second ladder you can get in the water.”

After only a minute or two I'm at the front of the line and the kid in front of me pushes
off the wall with a choppy swing of her arms. When she passes the laddentcslipa warm
water gratefully, holding onto the edge of the pool briefly before pushing offolestny way to
the shallow end. Popping up as my hand grazes the rough finish of the edge of the pool, | rub the

burn of the chlorinated water out of my eyes before hauling myself out of the water.
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We repeat this exercise, swimming back and forth across the length of tha poople
more times before the instructor calls out that we're all to get in the water deep end, “But
everyone stays on the wall until | say they can come off, got it?” We nod lgeftzetively
darting forward to the rounded edge of the pool deck. “Careful, no pushing,” He callg and w
slow down, milling about until we each find an empty space on the wall and slip back into the
water.

The instructor takes off his red and white mesh tank top emblazoned with what | think is
an unnecessary label of ‘LIFEGUARD'’ printed across the front, and jumps into teebeaide
us. He swims out to the middle of the pool and calls us, one at a time, to join him and practice
treading water, something we just learned for the first time lak.Weating for my turn |
watch the others as they head out into the deep water and thrash about for theircwaetty or
so. The instructor watches each kid carefully but | notice that he keeps an eyeast dfies
too, scanning the line every so often. Finally, everyone is done and he tells us to siam
shallow end. | duck underwater and swim as far as | can before my burstingdwoggsé up
for air. | know now that what | do is called the breaststroke but to me it’s stifiliyst how |
swim. | can’t remember ever not swimming and my mom tells me that we haallgeoni in the
backyard when | was a baby so | figure that | must have learned to swirnl igaemed to walk,
which | cannot remember not being able to do either.

We get to the shallow end and our instructor is looking back towards the deep end with a
smile on his face. | follow his gaze and see my cousin, Joe, still hanging sifi¢hef the pool
talking to one of the girls in the class. The instructor holds a finger to hisrigpsy@await
silently for a minute or so. Finally, the girl looks up and is surprised to see thastlu the

class is no longer on the wall behind my cousin. She grins bashfully when the instruasr wav
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for them to join us. Once the whole group is together the instructor teases Joe ahdtried\g

before turning serious, “I was watching you guys this time so it was okaypbutave to pay
attention,” he says, looking from one to the other, “there are other classes dlingsthe

water is deep there, you have to listen and you have to be safe.” They both nod sansbbhsly
smiles before he turns to address the entire class, “Okay, cool. Letfsgaay tag, anyone who
touches the bottom of the pool is frozen whether they've been caught or not. On the whistle, Joe

you're it.”

*k%k

“If you guys don't stop throwing those at each other I'm going to take aveayane’s
mirrors and we’ll just sit and do nothing until lunch,” my counsellor yells at the thogs who
are throwing their small mirrors at each other like ninja stars. “I told yoedges might be
sharp, you have to be careful,” she admonishes.

The boys stop briefly but when her back is turned while she talks to another camper they
start up again. | was worried at first but after looking at my mirror | sehap edge and my
concern for their safety turns into mild confusion as they refuse to listen to the tmusise!
follow her instructions to use the mirrors only to look at the underside of leaves and branche

“Come on, guys,” | can hear her frustration rising, “it's pretty neat hderdiit things
look on the underside, just give it a try.”

Eventually the boys participate half-heartedly and our group moves on. At lunch,

however, they continue horsing around and get yelled at by a different counselloavdhesn
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them off to meet with the director. At the end of the day we are all sat down picrtieetables
in the lunch area and the director addresses the entire camp,

“Okay, everyone listen up. I've been told that some of you are playing around near the
electric fence over by the pasture,” he swept his hand out to jab at the wirg fiatiaeparates
a field from the open space where we played games all afternoon. “You've been al@yoed
the fence and you need to stay away from it. Last summer a kid touched it whetivieveand
he was sent flying ten feet.”

| can’t believe how calmly he is talking about this. Well, no, he’s cldarstrated and
angry with us but he doesn’t sound worried or even that concerned about our safety. The sun is
beating down on my neck and | wonder absently if | will end up sunburnt again. The director
turns a glaring eye through the crowd and when his eyes lock on mine | want tooutesars.
He is angry at all of us even though most of us have been listening quietly and hestenstihy
away from the fence after his first warning given that morning whenowveffithe bus.

“I mean it, you guys stay away from that fence. We try to remember tdt nffrbefore
you get here every morning but if we forget and you touch it you could get sgtonuist

When | relate this story to my mom over dinner | try to explain my confusion over his
anger and the situation as a whole, “I just don’t understand, why do they have that at & eamp? |
kid could get hurt, it seems like a bad idea and I’'m not sure why he was mad at us, them
forgetting to turn it off is what would cause a problem.”

“I don’t know honey, maybe he was trying to scare kids away from playing near the

fence.”
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My throat constricts and it suddenly hurts to swallow, “It was kind of scary, théeva
was so mad at all of us even though I never did anything. And what if they forget tifttive
fence? Someone could get really hurt.”

In the end my mom talks to the camp and after they respond with less than supportive
answers | decide not to go back to finish the session.

A few weeks later I'm in another day camp and we’re at the Science Gararéeld
trip.

“How are you kids this week?” | overhear another counsellor ask my leadgryville
we mill around the group entrance that is teeming with kids in colour codedst-&aders and
counsellors standing up out the throng like solitary trees planted here and theeaiofa
shifting grass.

“They're pretty nuts,” Billy laughs. “Except this one,” he points at me antespishe’s
my angel.”

At first | feel a flash of pride at his praise but following that is disconifat | don't
fully understand. | don't try to ‘be good’, in fact that's a phrase that has heeerpart of my
lived vocabulary at home. Neither of my parents have ever admonished me to ‘be good’ or
scolded me for ‘being bad’. They've always said there’s no such thing as ‘gooddor ‘ba
behaviour, just doing what'’s right, and being kind and respectful and that kind of thing. | follow
the rules because Billy is fair and the rules make sense to me: you have td bdguoiether
people are speaking in a large group or no one will hear anyone, and you have to cleasuup a me
because someone else will want to use that space. Listening to the counselloragmdhdbi
they say is important because if | don’t | won't be able to do any of the mdithey are leading

and, in some cases, could end up hurt if I ignore rules established for safetysréalon’t
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‘behave’ because | want Billy to like me or because | have to, nor do | do it bddzase any
desire to ‘behave’, | do what | do because it makes sense to me and is the bestyagy to e
myself at camp. If | didn’t want to listen to the counsellors or do what theyl seadildn’t be
there. So | listen and follow the rules but I'm still uncomfortable with beingjéaban angel,

even if, at nine-years-old | don't fully understand that discomfort.

( %!

When | cast my thoughts back to my homeschooling experiences, one episode kept
coming to mind. At first | kept dismissing it as it wasn't directly linked toosdwork or
structured/unstructured environments but after | started to trust in my gut aovd thuls story
where my subconscious took it, | understood its place. The following story loomsnlange i
mind when | think about homeschooling and after writing it for this project, I'vélyfilearned
why that is: it sums up much of my early experience and while it did litdrapipen it also
offers a lovely metaphor that beautifully illustrates how my mom’s tngtelief in my
capacity to learn undergirded everything | did back then and subsequently, to sarhe exte

anyway, everything | have done since.

| am probably about seven or eight years old and | have climbed higher in the maple tree
in our front yard than | ever have before. The climb up was glorious, the bark beydzhds
always surprisingly smooth compared to other trees, its small bumps and edgesrtiy
palms rather than scratching against them, my bare feet sure on the branckastasp and
pull myself higher and higher. | had considered stopping in the crook where 1 like to stdnd r

because it makes me feel like a character out of an old book. It’s a terriblegrphatie.
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Contrary to the romantic ideas in my head, it is actually very uncomfortabteototee narrow
branch and | can never fully concentrate on the story as the hard wood digs into my behind and
have to remember not to lean back lest | lose my balance and fall out of theitedg ent

betraying my mother’s unwavering trust that | will be safe in my climbdihgve thought about
bringing some kind of pillow up with me but even though | can’t say why, | don’t bother to think
it through that carefully, | think my mom would probably say it wasn’t safe. Plus, thatl\we
cheating on the ‘I'm Anne Shirley/Huck Finn/Jo March perched in a tree ggadirpose of the
exercise, which is the only reason | really do it in the first place. vays been kind of
disappointed by how uncomfortable it is but continue to do it, nonetheless, the discomfort of its
actual experience easily outweighed by the enjoyment of the idea of it.

But today, bookless and without any kind of plan in mind, | scrambled past that spot,
looking only further up as my hands moved from branch to branch almost of their own accord,
guiding me higher and higher until | reached the spot where the thick limbs begandottand
| dared not go any higher, and paused to look around. | don’t remember deciding to climb this
high but it's so cool to look out through the fresh spring buds and see the neighbours’ houses
from a different perspective. I'm almost even with the bedroom windows acrogeettebsit it's
mid-morning on a weekday so the entire house is dark and closed up, as are all the other houses
on the street, | think to myself. We are the only ones home during the week arnkl @mytone
up here in the tree. | lean forward, my chest against the limb I'm holding, abaagful to keep
a firm grip with both hands. The breeze moves in through the branches and the slhghg $i
the limb under my feet is exciting, just shy of frightening. The freshness ofitime spring air is

still novel after a long winter and | eagerly suck in the scents of earth el gnd growth.
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Eventually my feet start to ache from the narrow band of pressure of the limbhbenea
them and | decide I've had enough of looking at the world. | want to climb down now but a
sudden flash of panic rips through me as I look down, despite the clear admonition in my head
that You Should Never Look Down in a situation like this. And now | know why. My mind
empties as | look down through the cross-hatching of branches that my brairveariegin to
process into anything offering any kind of support or path safely back to the lakgetting at
the base of the tree trunk exactly one million miles below my suddenly much mecaeque
perch. Each limb represents not a step in my path back to safety but a weapon, sotsetfong e
me to break against in my long tumble down to a painful demise. My hands turn into geath-g
vices that will never ever let go of the limb that stretches comfortingtypast my chest. | lean
into it, wanting to close my eyes but not daring to do anything that might in anmakgy me
more vulnerable up here.

| want off the tree. | want to be on the ground.

| know nothing else in this moment.

| hear someone, a couple of the other kids, come out the front door and dash away behind
the bushes to run along the front of the house.

“Hey,” | yell, twitching my grip tighter as the expansion required to spoegses my
chest back off the limb just slightly, “Guys!”

| hear them tramping back around the front of the bushes towards my tree.

“What?” my cousin yells, squinting up at me.

| don’t want to admit it, don’t want the tears in my throat to rise up with a request for
help. | don't want to be stuck here. | don’t want to have climbed so high | can’t get ohyaelf

| want to get down.
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“I can’'t get down,” | finally yell back, feeling my heart deflatel @y it, disappointment
seeping in as | realize for the first time that this is actually traél kbw all | knew was the
empty panic of only the distance between me and the safety of the ground. Tatkiegntl
suddenly see that my real problem is that | don’t know how to climb back down, regafdless
how terrifying the prospect is and how far away the ground now feels. Climbing up you just
reach and step, reach and step, with your eyes on where you're going, thenelxt thre next
step. Going back down you can’t see the next step, have no idea where to put your foot and have
to lower yourself, something somehow much more terrifying and dangerous thag pplli
feeling blindly for a branch that may or may not even be there.

There is no way | could climb down this tree; that is simply not possible.

Eventually my mom is there, standing at the bottom of the tree looking up at me.
Suddenly the ground isn’t so far away and I'm not about to plunge to my excruciatingly pa
death.

“Yes you can,” she calls up calmly, “if you found a way up you can find a way down.”

| hate it when she says that. | forget that in the past she’s always beanddgael only
a spark of anger at the fact that she doesn’t believe me when | saly | bane no thought for
the fact that she has no other option in this matter, that there is no way she caetcomeugd
carry me down the tree. All | know is that she believes | can do it but | know | cannot

I’'m crying a little and am old enough to be faintly embarrassed by thatdastill
young enough not to really care about being embarrassed.

| argue with her briefly, maintaining my position that climbing down is in faclsolute
impossibility and that she just, literally, can’t see that from wheressétamding. She continues

to smile up at me gently, validating my fear but reassuring me that ifbetiap it has to be
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physically possible for me to reverse my steps and climb back down on my own. Thasfea
wrapped around my chest, constricting and twisting against my heart and lukigg imbard
to believe her but | do. | always do.

“Just turn around. Hang on and be careful but turn yourself around so you're facing the
trunk,” she instructs.

“I can’t,” | yell back.

“Yes you can,” | can hear her smiling up at me in encouragement.

| take a deep breath and the fear loosens a little. | tighten my grip with Imiaigd, the
bark biting gently into my fingers, and let go with my left. My heart is hanmgén my chest
and | forget to breathe past the weight of terror that squeezes between sngridigy ribs. |
reach out and touch the trunk, hoping desperately the wind doesn’t suddenly pick up and toss the
tree into a heaving disarray. It complies and everything is still.

| lean over, wrap my arm around the trunk and my mom yells up at me with gusto,

“That’s it, way to go! Now just lower yourself down a bit, there’s anothardirainder
the one you're on.”

| slide my right hand closer to the trunk and feel my skin catch and sting where the
stubble of the bark digs in and tears under the tension of the grip | refuse to lesséto | st
reach down with my foot but find nothing. There’s nothing there, she’s crazy.

“It's lower down, you have to reach lower,” her voice calls up. “You can do this, you're
okay. Just hold on and bend your other knee.”

| try again, bending my right knee and reaching down with my left foot. | reach and
reach, my leg stretching down miles and miles below me, I'm shaking and clbaldafiay

moment and | there is no way | can reach the branch she sees and will never gdtait@iin a
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“Honey, you have to bend your knee more,” she calls up.

| look down at my knee that must be bent almost in half, I'm so unsteady and have
reached so far with my other foot.

It's barely bent at all.

“You can do this, it’'s only a couple inches. | know it seems far but you can reash it, it
not as far as it feels. You're okay, you can do this,” she reminds me. The absslutmneae in
her voice, the absolute faith she has in my ability to climb down, is a fact, sometiiagde
true and despite my fear and surety that | will fall and die right here and nowh8erwhile
being absolutely certain I'm about to fall and die | have also have believedbelles all along;
on one hand | know | can’t but on the other, she knows | can so | guess | can.

| try again, squeezing my eyes shut as my arms tremble under the straini@fcegfip.

“A little more, that's it, just a bit further. You're halfway there, almgss!”

After the empty terror of nothing but air | suddenly scrape the tip of my biggaiast
something and before | can even open my eyes my foot is steady on the branchsaedding
my right leg down to join it.

“See? There you go! Just a few more like that,” my mom calls up and | cahenear
smiling at me again.

We repeat this process and it gets slightly easier with each branch butnmgmeans
firmly lodged in my throat, pumping there harder and faster than | thought ossélvhole
way down. My mom keeps up a steady stream of encouragement even when I've reached my
normal climbing range. My hands and arms are shaking and even that famitiantéeels
dangerous and fearful after my recent brush with death and new understanding of the morta

dangers of tree climbing. My mom keeps up the encouragement but lets me finish on my own,
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hanging from the last limb to finally let go and let myself drop the foot or so {uettieed earth
beneath the tree.

| turn away from the once-friend who has betrayed me so deeply, angry and huit and sti
scared, to see her there, her head cocked to one side, smiling at me with such pride a@sshappi
| feel the icy grip of fear and anger melt away under its warmth. Ske gie a hug and | press
into her softness as | had pressed into the solidity of the tree. She runs a hand up and down my
back and squeezes my shoulder comfortingly,

“If you can find a way up you can find your way back down,” she says. | still kind of hate
hearing that but with this recent affirmation in its claims | hate itla less.

A few years later | will come to understand that what | hated about it wiectitbat it
meant | had to find my own way back down, that she was not coming to get me; that | had to
solve my own problem. And more than a few years after that | realized thatahiactually
never the case. She didn’t climb up that tree to get me and pluck me away from ngvfegr, s
me from having to deal with it myself, but she didn’t leave me to solve the problem diene. S

was there, directing me, encouraging me and believing in me the whole way down.

2 #3 4 1#% $

We moved an hour and a half west to Kitchener when | was about ten and | remember
this ‘era’ of being one where | started to think about my place in the world aroumdame
different light. Within the municipal population we were still within the dominaotigi.e.
white and middle class (Statistics Canada, 1995)) but | was becoming more araivare ef
how ‘weird’ our lives were compared to my peers with regard to how many peoplenived i

house, our relationships with the adults in the family (more egalitarian andliessiented),
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and our daily lives (from homeschooling to no bedtimes or chores). | started to see our
‘otherness’ and understand just how strange other people saw our lives.

In particular interest to this paper, | gained a more distinct perspective schaaling,
or lack thereof, and how other people saw it, how different it really was fromtindat
expected, and started thinking about my future and what that difference might meah&own t

road.

“What school do you go to?” asks the blonde boy, bounce-passing me the ball we're
sharing as we shoot warm-up shots waiting for the coach to whistle us into the mithéle of
court.

“Uhm, | don’t go to school,” | don’t mumble it but | want to. | want to ignore his question
and not have to throw up the big ‘we’re-a-weird-hippy-family-that-does-evagatiiferently’
flag that | know will put a distance between us.

| shoot the ball, barely even noticing it swoop through the net.

“What do you mean, you don'’t go to school?” he glares at me incredulously as | collect
the ball and pass it back to him.

| shrug, here we go, “I'm homeschooled.” | wait. How is he going to readte the
friendly but curious and disbelieving type? Or the angry, full of judgement and indatplica
accusation, type?

“You go to school at home?” | can't tell what he thinks yet. He shoots and misses.

“Yup,” | scoop up the ball as it bounces towards me and shoot again. This time | miss.

“You sit in desks and do school at home?”
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“No,” | shake my head, collecting the ball and dribbling a few times beforengas$o
him, still trying to size up his reaction. I sigh inwardly and take the plungejuSvelo what we
want.”

“You do whatever you want all day? How do you even learn anything?” and there it is in
his sharp tone and knitted eyebrows, the anger, the source of which at this poingdthave
understand.

“We learn lots of things,” now | am mumbling, shooting a sidelong look at the coach
where he stands talking to one of the dads. | wish desperately that he’d blow kisvtigte
and end this conversation before | have to clearly demarcate the line betwkftenamg this
boy’s.

“Well, do you know your times-tables?” he asks, holding the ball in front of his chest like
he’s going to pass it to me but making no move to do so.

“Some of them,” | shrug again, hoping he can't see the lie in my eyes. | don’t know my
times-tables, not off by heart. | understand and enjoy multiplication but havepugwatch
time nor energy into memorizing them like my cousin has. | know this is somethingdids a
Supposed To Know, but | don’t. And | don’t think this kid is going to be interested in my
thoughts, built from various conversations overheard between my mom and her friends, on why
times-tables aren’t really all that necessary or why half of Wiegt lhave to do in school isn’'t
actually important.

“What'’s six times seven?” my teammate demands, bouncing the ball at dee them he
needs to in order to complete the pass across the short span of gym floor between us,

My stomach is churning as the ball smacks into my hands, stinging fainths ey

palms.
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| turn to the basket, reaching the tips of my fingers into one of the seams, jusylike
brother taught me to, the dimples reassuringly familiar against my dkieathe out as | pull the
ball close, one hand on the side to stabilize it, and jump to flick it off my fingers iedhe s
relishing the smooth release that sends it rotating neatly into the airngpafhihe square
target on the backboard and directly through the hoop. I love that feeling.

“Well? Don’t you know?”

| ignore the question, retrieve the ball and pass it to him, wishing | could stop myself
from throwing it as hard as | do.

He stares at me before taking his shot. The ball falls straight throughdpg ho

“Nothing but net,” he cries, pumping his fist. | smile at him but the tension sits heavil

my gut.

*k%k

Around this time, perhaps because of my age and awareness of the looming future or
because of this increased social awareness or a combination of these andtotisel &lso
remember feeling pressure to do more ‘school work’. | don’t remember this gressaing
from any of the adults in the house or from my dad and stepmom, it was more of an internal
stress and worry that was certainly fed by my older cousin’s desire to dowmd.eShe’'d
always seemed to think doing concrete academics like math worksheets wdantripgras we
got older | remember a experiencing a distinct feeling of guilt that hai do as much work as

she did.
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| did it sometimes and enjoyed the math itself but hated the pressure héeltl thought
about doing, or not doing, ‘work’. Pretty much the only actual ‘curriculum’ that | rdvaenns
having at this stage were three sample math textbooks we’d receivae sgraseven and eight
in the ‘Mathquest’ series, the re-emergence of which | was to find comfertamgiliar when |
started high school in grade nine. My cousin worked through all three, from starsig diaing
almost every single question in them, if my memory serves correctly. tl tthark that at the
time she believed that school kids rarely did everything in a textbook, even thoughttyn pre

sure my mom and/or aunt pointed that fact out at least once or twice.

“What do you want to do this morning?” | ask Sharon, my older cousin, as we dig the last
few bites of cereal out of the puddles of milk at the bottom of our bowls.

She shrugs “I'm going to do math this morning. You could too.”

My heart sinks as thoughts of roaming through the neighbourhood park, or playing a
computer game, fade.

“If we do a few hours this morning we can have the rest of the day to play,” she points
out practically.

| nod slowly. | don’t want to do math. It's not that | hate it, it's just boring to sh wit
those books and do question after question. Sharon’s way of doing the books means starting at
page one of a chapter, reading the text and then doing every, or at least every dtien, gjue
every page until you reach the end. | much prefer my mom’s way of doing it, fiadiegtion
that looks interesting and working through a few questions until you know how to solve

whatever kind of problem it is they're focusing on.
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“You can't just do the parts you like,” Sharon had explained when we first received the
books and she starting working through them cover to cover.

“Why not?”

“Because then you won’t know it,” she shook her head at the obvious answer to my
guestion.

“But why does that matter?”

“Because math is important. You have to know this stuff.”

“But my mom said we don’t have to do it if we don’t want to.”

“You don’t have to, but” she shrugged her shoulders, “math is important and if you want
to go to school eventually you'll have to know how to do it.” There wasn't a persoeat thr
undercutting her words but the suggestion of certain doom if one didn’t understand Math before
starting school.

And so on that morning, like so many other mornings, | sat with her at the kitchen table
in front of my book and a small stack of loose-leaf lined paper and worked my way through a
couple of pages in what felt like an eternity before abandoning the work to join the boys in a

water fight outside.

*k%k

*Flashing forward three years or so*
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“Mom,” | call without looking up from my binder were | am labelling my homework
sheet just as my math teacher taught us on the first day of classes backmb®epuith my
name, class, date, and the corresponding textbook page written as neatly as | nagklimthe
top right-hand corner of the lined page, “we have to do long division with this stuff immedeia
math today and | forget how to do it, can you come here?”

“Just a second,” comes the reply from the laundry room. A minute later | hear the
machine start to whir and she emerges, coming to join me at the dining room tattde Welé
that?”

“We have to do long division for these problems and | only kind of remember how to do

“Oh, okay. No problem. Let me turn on the oven for dinner then I'll come show you.”

Fifteen minutes later we’ve worked through several different problems, diddhese
location of decimal points and agreed upon the fact that learning my times tabldshexeil
made the process easier but was not actually absolutely necessary.

“Okay, do this one on your own now while | put the chicken in,” she hands me a scrap
page torn free from my binder where we’ve been reviewing the process.

| work through the problem and quickly declare that I'm done. She checks my work with
a smile,

“You've got the process down, you just messed up the math here,” she says pointing to a
three, “What should that be?”

| look over the page again, “Four?”

She smiles at me, “Yup, you got it kiddo.”

| nod, “Okay, cool.” I chuckle and add, “now | just have to do the rest of my homework.”
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Going back to the textbook | scan over the list of questions | need to complete and
absently notice that the small knot that had been sitting at the pit of my stomda ladls
loosened. The quiet dread had crept in that afternoon as my math teacher ran thrimngh the
division quickly and without any discussion in order to get back to the real work we were
supposed to be focusing on for class. He clearly expected us all to be able to do itoarsklve
I'd felt a quiet shame shift and settle in my gut when | realized | couldri# gginember all the
steps after he’d finished his demonstration. Bolstered by my recent rerynaisthe process,
however, | launch into my homework and complete it quickly, vaguely noting a slight essugn
that | re-learned it so quickly and hadn’t had to waste the countless hours oandritlstivities
my public-schooled peers had probably been subjected to when learning long division in

whatever grade it was they originally taught it.

$# * !

While | had participated in various community leisure programs and classat@ver
years, at this age, between ten and twelve or so, | was able to think about thabgartiand
reflect on my enjoyment more distinctly (directly related, | suppose toaggitive and
emotional development). My memories of these activities, and my response (¢héefore,
include a deeper understanding of how I felt and what | really thought about themgoffer
interesting material for the purposes of this study.

My siblings and | were always involved in various programs at local recreatibitiés
ranging from art classes and sports to summer camps. My perspective acthéses was one
of general enjoyment but | was definitely more interested in the arts thapdhts. Somehow,

however, | seem to recall participating in more sports programs, but | caetger why that
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is. Maybe they were more available? More affordable? Something my sillgrg more
interested in and therefore more present in my understanding of my options? Feewhate
reason, sports played a significant role in my ‘extracurricular’ actsvitgea child.

To contextualize these experiences, it may help you to know that in the laterB0’s/ea
90’s as a girl | felt fully supported in my engagement with sports. In ththat followed the
social changes of the 1960's, in the generation of kids born to those who had watchexl athlete
like Billy Jean King and Martina Navratilova present a different kind ofaerathleticism, |
never felt any pressures to be more ‘ladylike’ or any resentment over rayop®k having more
support in their athletics as did preceding generations (Lenskyj, 1987; Mrozek, 19873 my da
bought me a baseball glove and broke it in just like he did my brother’s, | played sanibe
fields with the same equipment as the boys and don’'t remember any serioysdisese
between activities offered to either gender. While participation in sp@ysstill not have been
in equal proportions at the time(Smoll, Magilll, & Ash, 1988), | don’t remember encoumter
any distinct discrimination or inequality.

To me, girls playing sports was not an anomaly but in fact a natural given, sonmething
‘should’ be doing (even though | have no memory of anyone ever telling me so explidity)
internalized perspective on the benefits of sport perhaps were a result ofgbening values of
that era surrounding the ‘active-lifestyle’ and importance of physitaitgqFestle, 1996) or
the growing focus on other benefits for girls now able to participate motg iimesport
(American Association for Health and Recreation, 1973). The significaneghwavever, is that
| was part of the first generation of girls to experience this freedonmaakaf constraint

surrounding my leisure choices, something | didn’t see as significant at thedsause its
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significance lay in the absence of discrimination and inequity, of which | hagaho r
understanding.
All of that being said, however, | was always more interested in the artapr®gnan

their athletic equivalents.

The middle school cafeteria/gymnasium/auditorium is quiet. Our drama tdecher
turned down the main lights so all we have are the limited stage lights shining on lrstagea
that runs along one side of the room. The rest of the class are all sitting oldliting f
bench/table combinations that are currently arranged in long rows, finigihg room.

| kneel on the stage silently, my hands clasped in front of my chest, my head slightly
bowed. | mouth nonsense words subtly and focus on who | am and my deep sense of faith and
peace despite the horrors of what is about to happen to me. My knees ache from thiseshort tim
of kneeling on the hardwood and | build that into who | am, what | am doing: | will continue to
kneel and pray until they come to take me away, no matter how much it hurts, that isomgw st
my faith is, that is how little | care for my physical body.

| keep both my impending death and my perfect faith and trust in mind as | let eny gaz
rise up and, without seeing them, over my friends in the audience to carry my prayepe of
and protection to the heavenly father with whom 1, Joan, have such a close communion.
Relishing the idea of this kind of faith, | let go into religious expression neat afpmy real
life. I gaze upward knowing that Joan is about to be released from the pains of ttianaboble
rewarded with life eternal in the next, near-silently whispering the worttedfords Prayer,

vaguely noting in the back of my mind that I'm not sure exactly how or whemieléainem.
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| know my scene is coming to an end so before | even think it though myself, wanting to
avoid looking rehearsed, | jerk and stare offstage to my right, imagining ghefskzar that
would accompany the sound of your executioner’s arrival no matter how deeplfaiyouan. |
blink and turn back to the audience, looking down at the edge of the stage while | cselfs my
hurriedly, kissing my hand to my lips and closing my eyes for a long pause.

| jerk my arm up and away from me as if it has been grabbed and rise stifffjyfe@tn
My arm jerks again, someone pulling me a half step forward, but | yank it back, lookiryg a
invisible jailor with a self-righteous dismissal. | square my shouldersakedatdeep breath,
wrapping one hand around a crucifix | do not have hanging around my neck, and with that Joan
of Arc walks out of her cell to meet her doom.

| stand blinking in the wings of the stage for a moment. The room is silent and as my
thoughts return, as | step back from Joan, a thrill of excitement races throughatieback out
onto the stage amid applause from my classmates and jump off the stage to regamnghe
Steve praises my performance and talks again about acting without words antbpspetsfic
gestures in my performance as well as the timing as a way to build ntédsin’t really
remember doing what he mentions, a small shake of my head, a pause betweeq atahdi
walking off stage, but | accept his praise with an embarrassed smile.

| didn’t do those things intentionally, | didn’t plan them out; they were just part df wha
happened, part of the entire experience | walked through in my head. In this weayi@aote is
just like reading: | get to slip into someone else’s life for a while ankl aralund in their shoes.
And | love it. I've always been fascinated by other people’s experienceshbgwwve their
lives, how their lives differ from mine, and this drama class has let me do so in ansholey.

I’'m looking forward to our final performance and have been pouring over my lingsdaagr
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reading them silently and letting the scene play out in my imaginatioraodesver again. I'm
normally opposed to anything involving rote memory and have actually been slitpyrides
fact that | don’t mind working on my lines. | fully expected to hate that part ofgabtit since
it's a necessary evil for this project, I'm actually quite happy to do it.

In direct contrast to my unadulterated enjoyment of drama, my participatsports

never inspired that kind of passion or personal engagement.

*k%k

“Let’'s go, Muffin,” my mom calls again, “I have your glove and hat.”

| race down the stairs and follow her out to the car. It's getting near thef émelseason
and everyone on the team is excited about the upcoming final league tournament but in the back
of my mind I'm kind of hoping we don't make it very far.

| stare out the window as we drive, answering my mom’s direct questions butis¢her
not saying much. This game is like every other for me and | sit biting my nthlshe usual
mild twinge of sports-anxiety twisting around the gobbled dinner that sits )Z@awily stomach.

Once we get to the diamond | stand around awkwardly until one of the other girls asks
me to warm up with her. We toss a softball back and forth and the ever-present teatieen
ignoring loosens a little. | love the sound of the ball snapping into my glove and #fiedati
thump it makes against my hand when it lands perfectly in the pocket my dad worked into the
soft leather.

| smile at my teammate and we vary our throws, tossing grounders and pop-féeh to e

other while we wait for the coach to call us in.
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“Let’'s have fun out there and play some heads up ball,” my coach cheers at the end of his
pre-game pep-talk before listing off the positions we’ll all be playing initseiining. I'm on
second base. When asked what we wanted to play | said | liked being catcherrbtit, inkind
of terrifies me. All the positions do, though, so | just named the one that looked likghitta
fun too.

| like the mechanics of baseball a lot, the hitting, the catching, throwing oonharr but
when | played soccer | didn't feel like | stood out as much, | was just one of margnkids
field chasing the ball. In baseball, however, when the ball comes flymg d@twas up to me to
catch it or drop it and | am keenly aware that either outcome was blatantly olovadlus t
watching.

| make it through the inning without missing much. | even catch a grounder andhmaake t
play to put a batter out at first but each and every time the ball comes to men geearunner
at first ready to sprint towards my base the second she can, my stomabeskmt my
shoulders tighten up.

Halfway through the third inning and I'm behind the plate, squatting uncomfortably i
my pads. No matter how many times my coach reminds me that the pads will pretestill
flinch when the pitch goes wild and | have to deal with the ball coming at me irafrom
unexpected direction. | never noticed before but the swing of the bat feelsaigpbase to my
head as | squat behind the batters so | back up a little. After a few datieeser, the umpire
taps me on the shoulder and I turn to look up at him through the cage of my facemask.

“If you back up any further, girl, I'm going to have to stand in front of you,” hegoke

He’s looking down at me with a kind smile but I'm gutted, sure that everyone heard him

even though he kept his voice low. | turn back to the plate and mumble an apology ag | shulffl
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forward into what I'm sure is lethal range of the aluminum bat that is about touing siva
hundred kilometres an hour.

The game finishes and we won. | celebrate with my teammates but dory'stesi
their exuberance. | had an okay time, | made some plays and didn’t mess up aogthing t
important but that's about all | can say for the experience.

“Did you have fun?” my mom asks as we walk back to where the car is parked in the
elementary school parking lot.

“Sure,” | shrug.

“That was a great hit you got, that double,” she smiles warmly at me.

“Thanks.”

Sometimes | wish that | liked sports more, that | understood what everyone talkeng
about in terms of enjoying a game and how good it is for kids to play but | don't. Itisshdte
worry about being hurt or messing up, a lot of it is that | get kind of bored and just din't rea
see the point but it is what it is and so | show up and play even though I'd reallybetter
home reading my book.

Sports are something to do, something good to do, something that | somehow should be
doing, so | told my mom to sign me up for baseball this year, instead of soccer, hogingy
it more. It’s a bit better in some ways but | still don’t see what the biggussout sports. | don’t

mind it too much, though, so I'll probably play again next year.

“Come on, it's my turn,” my brother John pleads behind me.
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“Not yet, | still have ten minutes in my hour,” | protest, not looking away filwerstreen
where | guide Sir Grahame through the wilds of Daventry, “that’s the iutadw he knows the
rule, just as | know that he knows I still have time left on the clock.

“You won't be able to finish this part in ten minutes,” he complains.

“You don’t know that, we don’t know how to get to past the leprechaun guards so | could
still figure it out.”

| don't really think I'll be able to solve this latest puzzle in the game wittémext ten
minutes but there’s no way I'm going to admit that and give up my last chance Wésn stuck
on this part of the storyline for the past two days and it’s driving me crazy.

He sighs, “Fine, did you check the cave again? Maybe there’s somethingei?i’ ther

“You said that already and | did, there was nothing there,” | snap. A frenetgydres
been building in me the entire time I've been playing, the entire time p&etsvandering
around aimlessly hoping to find something to shed light on how to overcome this obstacle, and |
can feel my temper ready to snap free if my brother tries to rush me offrtipaiter once more.

“Jeez, you don't need to be mean about it, it was just a suggestion.”

“Yeah, well you've been ‘making suggestions’ my whole turn and none of them have
helped.”

“I didn’t know they wouldn’t help, did 1? As you said, we don’t know what the solution is
so it could be anything that we haven't tried yet.”

| breeze the hero’s avatar through screen after screen of scenery locgpog t
something, some little wink of colour to signify an object we haven't seen, or lagrysagn of
what we’re missing. The tension in me builds as | know the clock is winding down. ledlen’t

really care if | find the solution on my turn or if John does it on his, | just want us toisstve
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we can move on. | hate not knowing the answer, it reminds me of when I've lost something a
can't find it anywhere no matter where | look. | assume we’ll figure iegantually but not
knowing when that will be, not knowing how to get there from where we are stuck, it makes m
feel trapped and agitated.

The timer on the stove finally buzzes and | change positions with my brother evgn as m
mom calls down that my turn is over. | watch him wander around much as | did artérafter
minutes or so get bored,

“Maybe we should call Sean and ask him,” | suggest, hating to admit defeat but @esperat
to resolve the problem.

John doesn't answer right away, | can tell he’s weighing the option so | keep quiet,
knowing that he’s more likely to agree if he comes to it on his own.

“Maybe, but we have to ask the others first,” he says hesitantly, turningferayhe
game, “my turn is on pause while we go talk to them, though.”

“Totally.”

We troop upstairs from the den to the kitchen,

“Mom, can you pause my turn?” John asks, “We’re going to ask the other kids if it's okay
if we call Sean and find out how to get past this part in King’s Quest.”

“You guys are still stuck on that thing with the guards?” she asks, dumping a pileaf dic
peppers into a large pot on the stove. | listen to them sizzle and breath deeply to lseickcamt
of the onions and ground beef already browning in the pot. “I'm sure you’ll figortg,iyyou

don’t need to just ask Sean for the answer.”
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She never says the word ‘cheating’ but | know that asking for the solution is jugt tha
knew she’d disapprove of us calling him and feel slightly embarrassed to hagatiatayp but
my frustration with the game outweighs everything else and quickly shoves them ouwtsof foc

“It's so frustrating,” | whine, still hoping to get her approval before weerathead, “and
last time we got this stuck it was that stupid thing with the eagle-”

“-Condor,” my brother corrects.

“Whatever. We thought it was impossible but we just weren't in the exact pghtas
him to grab us. What if this one is like that, something stupid we think we’ve tried Qusit's
really finicky about how you do it.” The words tumble out in a rush and | feel betterdh
vented my anger at the game’s previous tricks.

My mom smiles sympathetically, “I know it's frustrating, hon, and you gugscedi
Sean if you want to but I think you'll be happier if you beat the game without his help.”

My brother looks at me and | know from the determination in his face that he’sechang
his mind.

“Fine,” I huff, angry at no one in particular. No one other than the game its¢lis.tha
“You go take your turn, call me if you figure it out.”

My brother darts back down the stairs and | turn towards the living room to seekisolac
one of the three books | have currently on the go.

“Do you want me to turn the timer back on for John’s turn?” my mom calls at my
retreating back.

“No, that's okay, | don't want to play anymore today,” | reply as | sink intdaagurite

chair with a sigh. Moments later I'm lost in the story and all thoughts of the, gaenpuzzle,
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and my frustration have drifted away, left behind when | slid unawares inteeediffantasy

realm to follow the life of a different hero.

+$/ #! [/ 2 5

When | was twelve we moved again, this time to a large hobby farm just outside
Waterloo.

The basement of the farmhouse was a central location for our activities duriagtmy |
stage of homeschooling. The old half-sized pool table had been converted into a permaaent spa
for a medieval Lego village and was tucked up against one wall where our sisuantdrthe
social world we created around them were always accessible and yetheotiayt of any other
activity. When Lego building wore thin or we were fed up with each other’s vision of how the
village should be run, we converted the mismatched collection of old couches and @amchair
abandoned to the basement into forts and shields for Nerf battles and various otheg smebkin
strategizing games often played in the dark to add an additional thrill.

When we weren'’t playing in the basement we spread out all over the large house and
yard, playing in the pool or on the trampoline, rolling down the large hill in the frotitsgdely
tucked inside a pair of large inner tubes, or scattered in any one of the more qaigt gpot
house reading, working on math books or doing any number of craft activities. Like my
memories of the house we lived in when we first moved to Kitchener, this ‘era"doelsl a lot
of specific memories for me but looking back | remember loving having all the peropied to
talk to and play with and enjoying the space of our yard which was sevarsllage and
included a large aluminum barn mostly filled with tools and storage but stiledfidternative

space for games, adventures and handiwork. | remember the freedom waseths gaatways
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had been and yet at this age it had begun to feel somehow different than it had \@ken | w
youngetr.

My older siblings went to public high school just after we moved and | remember being
somewhat surprised by this development. | wasn’t shocked or disappointed, it just tedign't re
occurred to me that anything would change, that they’d be old enough for high schoot &nd tha
was something about which we’d all have to make our individual decisions.

I, however, continued to be homeschooled with my two younger siblings and an
additional group of cousins who were several years younger. As the oldesh¢h#édhiouse
during the day | remember being somewhat bored and feeling antsy aratéadibsty the lack of
age-peers to play with and, as a result of this, ended up starting high-schoobtbchrnjear
early the following September (my birthday is in early January so whilertiylate | was a year
younger, it was really only a matter of weeks). | know that my mom newkr sad to go to
high school but | also don’t remember actually actively making the choice to doves, just
what you did and since | was bored at home it made sense that | should go to sahmokas s
possible. Even in that life where we were allowed to do whatever we wishedgeh@amended
up following a current that pulled me into the mainstream without even really knowatgyas
happening.

My friends who went to school were becoming more sceptical and more vocal about thei
disbelief in our way of life and with the idea of high school looming in my near futuas kaigo
quite preoccupied with what that change would mean for my life. | watched my two older
siblings go to school, come home to do homework, or not do it as they chose, make friends and
generally do ‘normal’ teenage things. This appealed to me, not only because | thmknpa

always wondered what ‘normal’ life was like but also because everythingdrghread made it
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seem exciting and different from everything | knew. | wasn’t envious of ‘abkiads, nor did |
wish | hadn’t been homeschooled, I've just always been interested in other peogdesiow
their lives were different from mine and what it would feel like to be someoneleisg
completely different things in my everyday life.

That last year of homeschooling was spent with a lot more reading, sometmciue ad
work in math to help prepare for high school and a lot of playing with/minding the younger
children, which | enjoyed a great deal. Having worked with kids in some capacenting life,
| remember this period ‘on the farm’ being when | first felt like | wely looking after the
younger kids, old enough to understand their developmental processes and fascirregied by t
different abilities, personalities and perspectives on the world.

After reading so much about other homeschoolers during the course of my graduate
studies, part of me wishes | had done more with this time, pursued my creativ&srdace
invested my time in other activities rather than reading and playing gamesat And yet,
again, that wasn’t something | thought to do. | did do a great many things includirag ‘ex
curricular’ activities like fencing and drama, helping to cook for the farkilitting and other
handicrafts, but looking back there is a part of me that wishes | had committed thisgrilet
learning an instrument or language or pursuing a passion like drawing mafeaibecT his
isn't a regret linked directly to homeschooling, however, and | know a lot of rmglfrieave
expressed similar thoughts regarding their childhoods but given my degreedanfrand
choice, | can’t help but think I could have done so much more with that time.

Even as | wrote that last sentence, however, the leisure scholar in me cfingee were
times when | felt under challenged and ready for something new but, by and Veagehappy

and enjoyed my life on the farm and yet, here | sit, over twenty yearsaabing I'd been
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more ‘productive’ with that time, without really thinking about what that would hawantnbeow
that would have changed my life and how | would have had to change in order for that to
happen; I didn't ask to do more activities and so for me to say | wish | had rmeaisd

wishing to have been someone different, someone more driven and less focused orehe smal
immediate, day-to-day pleasures of the life | was living at the tinhénH tt's important to note,
however, that my retrospective wish that I'd ‘done more’ as a kid is a sepaltait related,

issue from the angst and boredom | felt that last year at home. Yes, it wealchgw to have

over thirty years experience in a hobby or skill that | current wish | had but,impogtant to

this paper is the fact that as a ‘tween’ at the time | enjoyed my freaubyetayearned for some
larger projects to occupy my growing capabilities and interedtsmased beyond being content

just playing games or running around.

(

“Here,” my cousin Patty says, nestling her newborn son gently into the crookarhmy
“I'll be quick in the shower but if he wakes up and starts crying just come get me.”

| stare down at the swaddled infant, relishing the weight of him and how peHedtts
snuggled against my chest. | had meant to grab my book before taking over babg-thotgin
but all thoughts of boredom and wishing for a distraction flee from my mind as he squirms
slightly, his lips parting as he breathes softly and | watch his eyes mogethedtlosed lids.

| can remember the day his brother was born several years ago, | wabgtnugKirst
real awareness of a new life, a whole new person in my life, another cousin vatplay know

and to include in our wide and wild family configuration. But this baby, this baby | have known
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personally since only a few hours after his birth, this baby | am old enough to hold on my own,
to watch over not as a peer but as An-Almost-Adult.

| stare down at his peaceful face, his flat little newborn nose and dark eyelashles, a
my imagination dance out across the years, marvelling at the increcettieidiflittle person will
one day lead. | feel a particular familiar shiver of excitement run up and down mylgpéhe
this feeling when I think about what my mom calls ‘big picture’ things likeittig place in this
immense world, all the infinitesimal coincidences that had to come togetbes aenturies to
make my life what it is, or even just thinking about everyone else who can see theaexac
points of light in the night sky that I'm looking at when | lie out on the trampolingéat and
marvel at all the stars | can see out here in the country. Like a warm sefoivanergy | can
feel it building in my chest as | look down at the tiny little fragile bundle in mgsaand as |
think about all that lies ahead for him, it releases and races out through my limlasdslicious
trill.

An explosion of shrieks and chatter bursts into the room as the baby’s older siblings rus
in, buffeted along by a stiff October breeze that tosses a few dried ladwadsnd them before
they snap the door shut.

“Shhhh,” I admonish, nodding my head down at the baby in my arms.

They silence immediately, still in awe of the novelty of the new little onleeimouse,
and tiptoe across the room to clamber in around me on the beat up old couch.

“Be careful up there. Don't fall on me,” | say to the four-year-old big brother who has
stationed himself on the back of the couch, leaning down to coo at the baby.

“l won'’t,” he whispers loudly in my ear.

126



“Can | hold him next?” one of the girls asks. Her cheeks are pink from running outside
and | can smell the fall air still clinging to her copper-coloured hair akeahs in front of me to
blow kisses at the sleeping boy.

“I'm just holding him until your mom is done in the shower, you can ask her about
holding him then.”

I’'m proud of my authority, glad | thought to say no because it proves | am thinking of the
safety of the baby and because it cements my role, separating madrarrthe ‘little kids’.

The moment passes and the kids drift away one by one to find something more exciting to do
than watching a baby sleep. As much as | liked having them here, being in chilwegya afound

the baby, I am happy to once again be alone with him in our little bubble.

6 . $ 2 78

| don’t think it would be a surprise to anyone when | say that starting high school when
was thirteen was one of the most significant changes in my young life tivdjts the
collection of little things like having to get up in the morning, picking out an outfit frym
small collection of ‘school clothes’, or waiting until a designated periodtforesant no small
change in and of itself but the bigger picture impact was something | didiyt waderstand
until after I'd been in school for a few years. It wasn’t until | got net fender me and had the
mental energy to stop and look around that | really gained perspective on school, before tha
was too busy just trying to keep up and figure out just what the heck | was supposed to be doing
to pay much attention to anything beyond my daily routines.

Enrolled in a mainstream public high school program the year behind my brother and
older cousin, our school was located in a downtown area with students coming from a wide

range of neighbourhoods or choosing the school for specific programs (i.e. wbf&eslskd
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special education, ESL, French immersion) resulting in a relatively dipeysulation in many
ways. While | was unable to find any specific statistics on student demazgabliine school
looking through my yearbooks my memories are corroborated in that it appedhe tlaate
student body (1647 students according to my grade nine yearbook) was predominantly white
despite the relatively large ESL program, while the entire faculty arfdysted also white, with
the exception of one black teacher joining the staff (of over 150) in my final ywehesschool.
My understanding of the general reputation for the school, however, was one chaceetd
less ‘cliqueiness’ than other area schools with a high rate of upper-ye&ntisindents who
repeatedly told the rest of us that we were lucky to have been there all alomtgy#samuch a
more relaxed social environment with ‘a group for everyone’, allowing all steide feel they
belong somewhere and relatively little friction between groups. And whilew laficof this
material is anecdotal here, it reflects my memory of the school, my unaéngfaf the broader
sociocultural context within which | saw my school experience playing out.

| adapted to the academic demands quickly enough to earn decent marks and maintain a
higher than class average in most of my courses throughout my time at the schibat, but
doesn’t mean that it wasn't a struggle; over the course of my five yeaghisdhool (Ontario
had OAC or ‘grade 13’ at the time) the biggest challenge | had was in adjusting to tre pow
dynamics and the lack of control | felt over my daily life and finding my weguish a new
social world built around a very distinct hierarchical power structure. Asaré scholar who
has spent so much time exploring the impact of control, choice and self-determimatobinity,
this struggle, and its impact on my lived experience in this environment, is sontéttihg

found particularly interesting. Working through the wide range of memorié®sé times |
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found that the individual events that felt significant to this project looselyntelithe groupings

you'll find below, leading you through the story of my life in high school.

“Yes, uh, Laura?” Mr. T nods at the girl next to me who raised her hand a fewntsome
ago.

Raising one’s hand to speak was still a novelty to me and I loved the feeling dradi
and formality of it; | caught myself before smiling at my partner,tegdo just be part of the
class, part of School.

“May | please go to the washroom?”

“Class just started, you should have gone before the bell.”

The look of surprise on her face mirrors the jolt | feel at his dismissive arnchfeds
tone.

“But,” she falters, “I, uh, have to go now.”

“It's first period,” he snaps, “and there’s no reason you can't go before thé&rodired
of you guys interrupting class, wasting time and going out to wander the htdbdiieg doing
work in here.” He turns back to the blackboard and continues going over the stepsyfsriaida
work.

I’'m gutted. I've only been spoken to in that kind of angry, derogatory and authoritarian
manner a handful of times in my entire life. | can’t believe he just spoke to ubdikantd it
doesn’t occur to me to ignore it or dismiss it as his bad mood or even to realize he igirigspea
to me personally; he is upset with the entire class, and ergo, me, even thougbdriewmething

wrong and | am hurt by it. Anger and fear swirl through me as | sneak a lookdesk-mate
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out of the corner of my eye. She’s blinking rapidly, looking down at her notes. | remain silent
and pray that | don’t need to use the washroom until the period is over.

When | get home that afternoon | tell my mom about the incident and her reactisn ease
the tension I've been carrying in my gut all day.

“He’s not allowed to do that,” she says firmly before going to call the school.

The next day my teacher and | have an awkward conversation after classhrme/siys
that if we need to use the washroom we, of course, always have that right but thidt dus
responsibility to go before the bell and not disrupt or lose class time if we gait. heémember
distinctly noting that while he officially went back on his no-bathroom-breakssiaperiod-
stance from the day before, he never really admitted to being wrong. Nor did hetsatygany
about the tone of his voice or his attitude towards the class, which was actuallywalsahost
upset about, not to mention the fact that my lab partner had not actually be giveniperoiss

go and had been forced to wait until the period ended.

*k%k

My grade ten English class experience starts with a small group oftstudiling
around in a hallway trying to figure out where classroom 024 is actually located.

“But all these rooms are 100’s,” a boy | don’t know points out, gesturing to the smal
plastic placard inscribed with a room number screwed into the wall next to l@ctassoor.

“So then where are the zero rooms?” | challenge, pointing to my timetablevéha
checked and re-checked a dozen times in the past fifteen minutes as ledaardend looking

for the mysterious classroom.
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“Maybe it's a typo on all our schedules?” someone else suggests.

All of a sudden all of my, literally, sophomoric confidence has vanished anddimdge
small and lost once again. | glance at the clock on the wall. We're gobelate if we don’t
find it soon. | don't know Mr. W and have no idea how he’ll react if half the class isriates
first day. Tension is coiling in my gut. | should have started looking sooner. | shoulddrae
straight to the office and asked but it's too late now, by the time | get tgttieebell will have
rung and I'll be In Trouble. Whatever that actually means.

The door at the end of the hallway swings open and a tall man with a bushy moustache
stands in the doorway smiling. His standard white dress shirt has an unexpectedpamtogis
over the pocket and a fake ink stain at its bottom, its irreverence strikedaaokdrfeel some
of my tension release before he even speaks,

“You guys looking for room 24?” he asks as if he already knows the answer.

We nod collectively.

“This way,” he waves for us to follow him.

We glance at each other. The doorway he is standing in leads to the small vestibule
between the hallway and the outside door leading to the back parking lot. Wheredsertifts

He waves again, stepping back, and we follow him to find a small wooden door tucked
under the staircase in the vestibule. | enter the school through this hallevgymerning and yet
| never noticed that door before. He leads the way down a set of narrow stairsaibreabway,

“That,” he turns to face us and points to our right, “is the old rifle range but now it’s
basically just storage.” He turns his back to the storage area and invites s iclassroom

opposite it with another sweep of his long arm.
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We file in and shuffle to find empty seats in the slightly cramped room. Thegksliow
and feels even lower when Mr. W, who must be over six feet, strides in to stand behind his desk
with the ceiling starting a only a handful of inches above his head.

“Welcome to the dungeon,” he says with a grin, “I'm Mr. W and you’re here for geade
advanced English. Or at least, | hope you are. If you're looking for the autorsthgpwahaven’t
figured out that you're in the wrong place yet, well then I'm sorry but you havedeg®usly
misinformed as to what goes on in auto classes.”

We chuckle as we unpack our binders and pencil cases.

As the semester winds on English quickly becomes one of my favourite classes, a
pleasant surprise after the disappointment | felt last year when sonviisoW managed to take
most of the fun out of reading even for me. | still enjoyed much of the class, thyilted b
chance to talk in that kind of depth about books and excited by the introduction of new ways to
think and talk about what I've read. Themes, climaxes, symbolism, these wereanebty aatv
concepts to me but being assigned specific tasks and asked to answer her questiore stizle
and reflect upon what | read in a way just chatting with my siblings or friends or éhemyv
mom never had.

| had quickly learned, however, that there most certainly was such a thingipgla st
guestion and wrong answer in her class. She wasn't overtly mean or dismissiveviay gie
pursed her lips after some kids answered her questions, | could tell she wasrssadpréh
them and as the semester had worn on it became clear that too many strikes neequectbe
less and was quicker to get frustrated with students who gave those kinds of aksaers.
student who rarely earned her disappointed looks | had been keenly aware of timeitethgise

who did and found myself always second-guessing my answers before raising my hand,
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conscious of my place of privilege and not wanting to jeopardize that position if | calld at
avoid it.

Mrs. K’s attitude towards students aside, | had also been somewhat disappoihied by t
work we were expected to do for the class. While | enjoyed the idea of discwbsinge read
and appreciated the new tools | had added to my repertoire, expanding my capacisp} |
had been frustrated by most of the assignments and class work as it appearadr® be
important to just prove we’'d read the material than to think about it on our own. By halfway
through the semester, knowing how | would be expected to engage with the books in class, |
found myself dreading doing my English reading, the concept of which, me dreaatiivgpre
was so strange it took me until the next year to fully understand the impagadtl@ng had on
my enjoyment.

In Mr. W's class, not only did that tension about being one of the ‘good students’ never
develop, but he also obviously appreciated creative engagement and encouraged us to work with
the material at a deeper level than simply answering straightfbqueastions about content and
basic literary forms and processes; he had high expectations for his sarentsuld clearly
point out our mistakes but it never became personal and in class discussions he asked what we
felt and personally thought about what we were reading, not just about what the cimax w
for a list of symbols used by the author to build an argument regarding the thehtkeésbook.

It was this personal side, the fact that that he appreciated our opinions and bedievexew
capable of doing our own work, of contributing interesting material to the disnsdsiat
created the more individualized atmosphere in the class: he respected us as ladiadiuge, in

turn, responded as such.
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“Mr. W, it’s so nice out, can we work outside today?” one of my classmates kesitby ¢
joking and expecting his request to be denied.

Mr. W looks up from his desk. He squints momentarily, clearly weighing the question,
glancing out the sunken window, craning his neck slightly to catch a glimpse sy beyond
the concrete and metal rails of the window well.

“Sure,” he shrugs, “but only one group,” he held up one finger for emphasis, “we can
take turns different days.”

The boy blinks in surprise, “Uh, okay, cool. Can we,” he glances at the ladder built into
the concrete of the window well, “use the fire escape?”

Mr. W laughs good-naturedly, “nice try but don’t push your luck. You guys can go out the
back door but stay in sight, I'll come up and check on you in a little while.”

We all watched as the boy’s group gathers their books and troops out of the room
laughing and joking. Mr. W calls out after them, “don’t make me regret thigeoeyou guys to
have the best answers by the time you come back down.”

The boy who asked is the last the file out the door. “Sure thing, Mr. W. Thanks!” he calls
over his shoulder as he darts up the stairs.

At the end of the class, Mr. W brings the outdoor group back inside and hands back our
creative writing assignment. | feel a clutch of tension in my chest Weesthe stack of papers
on his desk. I've never written a complete story like this before and am nervous tioasdwe w
says about my work. I rise and walk to the front of the room when he says my nameghanki
him as | take my assignment and scurry out of class, not looking at the red marks @ethe pa

until I'm back at my locker, alone and anonymous in the crush of between-classyhiaific.
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This assignment had completely freaked me out at first when he saidratve do was
write a mystery story. We’d just finished reading Sherlock Holmes wheaidh& svas to be our
creative writing component for the year. | don't think we even had a creatithegnagomponent
last year and | was instantly excited and nervous about this new assignmeng Birtdhat he
had no other serious outlines other than a rough guideline for length and expeatations f
grammar and style, | started to panic. When | got my chance to sit with hionemee and talk
about my outline, | was finally able to convey this concern to him and was relieved torhea
actually say that he wasn’t looking for anything in particular other thaatiitg and clear
writing. His confidence in my writing skills and genuine enthusiasm over my plat@utlot to
mention the fact that he said he couldn’t wait to read my final story, also helpetbsnato the
work and | went home that night and wrote the entire thing in one sitting, wrapped up \ the jo
of the words and playing out the story in my head.

| turn the papers over in my hands and look at the messy red scrawl on the back page. He
liked. That is the first thing | realize as | decipher his handwritingl aqdeeze the happy joy of
that fact close as | toss the paper on the shelf of my locker to look at mofg leltesenot
caring to look at the scribbled grade at the bottom of the page.

The next week Mr. W starts class rubbing his hands together gleefull\gy Teel start
with Shakespeare,” he exclaims. His enthusiasm is met with stifled grarenly fuel his
exuberance, “what? No, you don't hate Shakespeare,” he says, with mock derespmgw
aside our protestation with both hands, “Shakespeare is awesome. Shakespearenisitlyeuma
think you don't like Shakespeare you just haven’'t done Shakespeare with me/getkifow
your Shakespeare you can do things like turn to your wife on the morning afteveading

and say,” he mimes lying in bed with an arm tucked behind his head, turns his side and smiles
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before softly reciting “ ‘Shall | compare you to a Summer’s day? Thiomare lovely and more

temperate®”

He drops his arm with another grin and a wink, “trust me, guys, she’s going to
love that. Or how about when you want to get someone fired up.” His voice rings out suddenly i
powerful tones, “Once more unto the breach, dear friends once more! Or closel the widh

our English dead. In peace there's nothing so becomes a man as modest stillnesdignd humi
but when the blast of war blows in our ears’,” he strides forward, beseeching us \kidimtiésas

his voice rises to a full call to arms, “then imitate the action of the tfger!

The class chuckles over his dramatic delivery as a few people clap andrchbertakes

a sweeping bow, “Seriously, guys, this stuff is awesome. Dig out your books igdtlstarted.”

*k%k

Sitting on the steps of the auditorium in the main hall, I looked up from my homework to
find my friend, Holly, standing in front of me.

“What are you doing here, don’t you have history?”

She shrugs and drops to lounge on the step below the one | currently occupy “Meh, it’'s a
work period for our papers that are due this week. I'm ‘in the library’,” sheksras she uses
her fingers for quotation marks.

| chuckle, happily setting aside my physics book. We sit and chat for a few sinute

before being joined by a handful of other friends who have a spare period.

6 Shakespeare, VWsonnet 18 This source retrieved online October 1, 2014 from http://shakespéagdu/Poetry/sonnet.XVIII.html.
7 Shakespeare, WHenry V, (act IV, Scene i). This source retrieved online October 1, #0h# http://shakespeare.mit.edu/henryv/full.html.0
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“Oh shit,” Holly straightens up mid sentence, interrupting the treatise shgiwag on
the merits of vampire movies in our social consciousness. | follow her gazeshnd/fewn
stomach tighten as her history teacher makes his way up the main stairdasntofeet from
where we are sitting.

“Uh, hi Mr. M,” she says with a small wave.

“Hey Holly,” he returns the wave, “just checking to make sure you guys westdlal
around.”

“Yeah, | uhm, ’'m on my way...” her awkward opening to a stammered excuse is cut off
with a wave of his hand.

“Don’t worry about it, I know you’ll hand in your paper on Friday,” he says witimétie
smile as he makes a small wave of farewell and walks on towards the library.

Holly looks at me and we stare at each other for a moment before relaxitauigihter.

“And that,” she points in the direction of his receding back, “is what I love about history
class.”

“That you get out of working?” | tease.

“No, dummy, the fact that Mr. M so cool. Did Joe tell you what Mrs. B said yest&rday

“No,” | shake my head, “he went out with his friends after school | didn’t see him at
home last night.”

“Well,” she turns to address the entire audience of friends and acquaintancesdoungi
around on the steps, “Amy’s cousin, Joe, is in my English class. Mrs. L got sick so whisave
new teacher, Mrs. B and she’s... uhg. So we had a working period and she said a bunch of us
could go to the library to work but when we started packing up our bags she got mad and said we

had to leave them in the classroom. So Joe, smartass that he is, muttered,” sifempauses
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dramatic affect, “I find the lack of trust in this room is sickening’. And stedh@im.” Holly’s
laughter derails the narrative for a moment and we all join her. | can pictureusin cnuttering
something like that, just loud enough for everyone to hear. Our shared love of sardasm a
similar dry sense of humour gives the two of us no end of amusement when we’re tagether,
causes our family no end of annoyance when we get going.

“And she heard him,” Holly swallows her laughter with a gasp, “but this is the bé&st par
she said to him ‘it’s not that | don’t trust you, | just think you'll leave’.”

The ridiculous statement has me laughing again.

“He just stared at her, and we all tried not to laugh. | mean, she’s an Engtibrie
doesn’t she know what trust means?”

“So, did he leave his bag?” | ask as my laughter winds down, replaced by the dull ache of
frustration | barely even register any more.

Holly shrugged, “she said he could take it in the end but reminded us we had to check in
before the end of the period or we’d be marked absent for the whole class.”

| shake my head in disbelief and pick up my physics book once again, making a token

attempt to work through at least one more problem before the bell rings.

Adjusting to school was one thing, getting used to having homework to do every night
was an entirely other matter. Eventually | got used to it but for most of giad found it
incredibly stressful.

“Arg,” | run my fingers into my hair and clench them against the roots, & thag.”

“What are you working on?” my mom calls from the kitchen.
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“Latin. Stupid derivatives, | hate spelling.”

“I'm sure you’ll do fine if you get it close enough.”

“No, that doesn’t count,” | huff, “we get one mark if we get it perfect, nothimgeiet
anything wrong.” | am mortified to realize there are tears sinmgenmder the surface of my
frustration.

“Do you want my help?” my mom sticks her head around the corner.

“No,” | mumble, “there’s nothing you can do, | just can't spell. | hate this.”

“I thought you liked Latin?” my mom sits down across the table from me, craeing
neck to look at the pages in my binder.

“I do but there’s always so much homework.”

“I don’t remember John and Sharon having that much to do when they took it last year.”

“Well, | guess they're just a lot smarter than me,” | hate the petulaine in my voice
but it makes me feel better to snap at her.

“Oh come on, Honey,” she chides me gently and I'm grateful that she’s ignoring my
attitude, “you’ve been at it for a while, maybe you just need a break?”

“No, | have to get it done. My science stuff took forever because | had to readna bunc
and then answer all the questions and finish the lab report and |1 still have threesdoajeizd
for English. And | haven't even started studying for my geography tdstiday.” The tears well
up and | swallow hard, forcing them back down past the lump in my throat.

“You've got lots of time to study and I'm sure you know most of it already,” shesom
around the table to rub a soothing hand across my shoulders. | lean into her and take a deep

breath. “Show me the words you're having trouble with.”
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| point out the four words in the list that | can’t seem to ever remember how ltarsgpel
she sits with me drilling through them until | have them down.

“See? That wasn’t so hard. What do you have to do next?”

“English and geography,” | pout, glancing over my shoulder to where my younger
siblings and cousins are laughing at a movie in the living room.

“Well, you know, you don’t have to do any of it,” she says gently, giving my shoalder
squeeze.

“God mom, yes | do. Stop saying that.”

“Well you don't, though. It’'s up to you if you want to do it or not.”

“Okay, sure, you're right. | can drop out of high school and just never go back because |
don’t want to do some English reading and study my geography,” the sarcasmlitdatsare
of my frustration as | belittle her point, “that's a good idea.”

“Well, yes, you can drop out if you want to but you could also do the reading before bed
or get up early and do it in the morning and you can study in your spare period tomorrow,” she
points out patiently.

| groan, “No, | can't. I'll fall asleep or not get up in time and | only have hatbaes
because of Latin.” | know she’s just trying to help but it's only making it woesause I'm still
stuck with this mountain of work that I'll never get done; nothing she can say W ingo
away so her suggestions feel like they're trivializing how hard it is and husivdted | am. | can
feel the panic building in my chest, tomorrow I'll only get more work assigmetetand then
soon I'll have to start studying for my first ever set of exams. Ayerg thought. After | write
the exams, however, I'll have a week off before my next semester statte|eaweek with no

school and no homework. I'm so excited about that week that | almost can’t think about it. |
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almost can't believe that it’'s possible, for all this to be done and for me toebef filee constant
pressure in my chest, the ever-present weight of Homework pressing in on me.

“Okay, well then why don’t you go read in the family room and see what youetan g
done in the next half hour? What are you reading?”

“Cue for Treason,” | mutter.

“One of your favourites,” her eyes light up at the name.

| shrug.

“Aren’t you glad to be reading it?”

“Not really. | don't want to read it too fast because when | do | can’'t renreimbdeletails
when we talk about specific chapters in class but she expects us to read it satdioally
sucks. Plus we have to answer these stupid questions every time we read ibatieg.”

“I thought you liked English?”

“I do but | hate the homework,” | see my mom open her mouth to reply and quickly cut
her off, “don’t tell me | don’t have to do my homework, | do. | have to do it because | don't
know what she’s going to ask, | don’t know when we might have a surprise reading quliator
kind of things she’s going to ask on the exam so | have to keep up or it will just mearo hore t
later.” The pressure on my chest is almost unbearable; the tearthigirogay back up to blur
my vision. Blinking rapidly, | swipe a hand at my eyes, hoping she hasn’t noticed yet

“Oh baby,” she did notice, “I know it's a lot right now but you’ll get used to it, you'll
figure out what you have to do and what you can get away with not doing.”

| shake my head, there’s no way I'll ever get used to this; there’s no wayld get

easier because I'll still always have the homework, still always bawnne of things to do when
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| get home even if I'm tired and cranky and want nothing more to curl up in front ovtbe d
book that | want to read.

“It will get easier, | promise. You're just not used to it yet,” she rubs my bgak a
pressing a kiss to the top of my head.

She doesn’t understand. This isn't just me feeling stressed, this is a sedoezal thing.
There’s too much for me to do and I'm tired and | can’t get it done. Being useddo’itmake
any difference.

Of course, a few years later | was used to it and was better able to pickyrttyreusgh
the mountain of work whose looming shadow had slowly taken up less and less of my
perspective as | moved through grades eleven, twelve and thirteen. Itdfiefplessure and
anxiety over not doing everything but | was better able to whip through chaptdogsiesd

recognize which math teacher didn’t care if you didn’t do every single quessmmned.

*k%k

A few years later I'm sitting at the same table in a different houseg doénsame thing
as | work through different homework.

“You almost done, honey?” my mom asks as she sets a stack of plates down on the table
beside me.

“l guess,” | groan.

“What are you working on?” she leans over to look at the page of writing in front. of me

“My stupid article report thingy for history.”
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“Didn’t you just do one of those?”

“Yeah,” | sigh, “I have to do it every other week.”

“You're not interested in it?”

“I was. It was fun at first but now,” | shrug, “we just have to do the same tharyg e
time.”

“You can do different topics, pick different kinds of articles, right?”

“Yeah but you still have to answer these questions. It’'s not hard, it’s just agnbgit
the point of it, to make makes us stop and think about the article and actually talk atkayt it, |
from different perspectives, it's just annoying to have to keep doing it thesatae way over
and over again.”

My mom pats me on the arm consolingly before turning back to the kitchen to continue
setting the table, calling back over her shoulder, “you don’t have to do it, you know.”

“I know,” | grumble good-naturedly, turning back to my final paragraph. I quickly
summarize my report and pack away my books in preparation for dinner. Finishing tte repo
was boring and frustrating but I'm glad | finished and look forward to earningemuiar
perfect score on the assignment now that | have the formula worked out and know what Mrs. D

looks for.

| stare down at the test paper on the desk in front of me and my heart sinks as | skim over
the questions. Of all the options, of all the types of questions she could ask from thrsitpast
these are almost all of the ones | struggle with. Remembering the sts#ijiagvorkshops from

grade nine, | work through the questions | know | can do, dashing them off quickly so &can us
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the remainder of my time working through the harder material. Even though I'm ifadjdlae
advice we’d been given about how to take tests | hesitate and slow down to try and Heable-c
my answers. In the last test | lost marks due to small errors and I'm nemabwgth the added
difficulty of the material on this one those part marks might make all thexetiite.

Finished with the easy stuff | read over the first of the more challengisgigquand my
stomach knots a little tighter. My mind drifts as | read the details of th&igneand | have to
fight to stay focused. I've never been able to understand these fence questions'raow we
supposed to be able to figure out the maximum size of three equal areas containedratetisep
by a set amount of fencing material, and | can feel the panic building in sty thance up,
shifting in my hard seat but catch myself before | tuck my feet into the boakeadath the seat
of the desk in front of me. The kid who sits there hates it when | do that. | glance dreund t
room. Everyone else is bent over their papers and the low rustle of pend¢dkiagrand papers
shuffling as pages are turned fills my ears.

| turn back to the question in front of me. My mind empties as | try to read it again.
Starting to panic | distract myself by looking at the marking keygétlall the easy questions
right, without any errors, | think I'll still pass but the thought of getting lyaaed0 on the test
makes my heart pick up and hammer in my chest as a thin wave of greasy oisiie@ugh
my gut. | try to focus on the question one more time. | stumble through the stepsrier,
hoping to earn part marks for the technical steps even if | can't actually solmebiem
correctly, dimly feeling that it's kind of cheating as | recalcutatepotential mark based on the
addition of a couple part marks for things like therefore statements or thsiamcbf diagrams.
With these marks included | think | can nudge my overall mark a bit pastwhith isn't

terrible considering | did much better on the last test. Assuming, that issttae perfect marks
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on the questions | know | can do, something | have yet to ever achieve as no matiesalyw c
check and recheck my work | always seem to mix up some numbers, add something Iycorrect
or mess up the basic arithmetic somehow.

My distracted and distressed mind flits back a few weeks to our graphing unitvaha
math | understood. It was formulaic and functional. | could pull apart the equatidns
reproduce the expected figures on the graphs with relative ease becausesgmsade me. |
understood how parabolas took their shape and loved the process of mapping them out, the
symmetry and order of the pretty little graphs lined up neatly beside tart®bf equations.
Their variance and individual characteristics made sense to me and | folswhiafiag to play
with them, noting how one change in the math resulted in a different visual outcome on the
graph. Beyond the cognitive processes of working out the graphs | enjoyed the ractess pf
drawing them, of measuring and counting, connecting the points in sweeping curvesnés/ér
was a kid and discovered the joy of drawing on a spare pad of graph paper at my dad’s hous
I've loved geometric shapes in art and this type of math, to my pleasant surpris@peadnio
that joy once again.

Today, however, there is no cut and dried answers to be plotted tidily in the tece litt
squares on the graph paper. There is no clean and clear process in my head, tacfeliayvto
check my process against itself. There is only this gaping space whkelerly understanding
should be. The teacher has tried to explain these questions to me, I've asked quesitsss i
and stayed after the lesson to talk about them, but I still just don’t get it and | lcary fee
frustration building in my chest. | couldn’t even articulate why | don’t ustded these

questions, they’ve just never ‘clicked’ for me and as I'm scrambling, trgifigree my brain to
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remember the steps | went over and over both in class and at home with my monhgel el t
despair creep in along the heat of the panic building in my chest.

Why are these questions so hard for me? Why is math so hard? | hate shamdladate
the stupid universities for making me take math even if | want to study Englsaytre a social
science.

| look up at the clock for the millionth time this period. With time running short | move
through the remaining questions as quickly as | can, discouraged and bored of rmxi@tyn la
hand in my paper with five minutes to spare and return to my desk only noticing the tension i
my shoulders and back as it slowly loosens, washing gently away in a flood offelples
acceptance tinged with hints of relief that at least it's out of my hands now andraside
maybe a question or two on the exam, | will never have to deal with that paricdaty type

of math ever again.

*k%k

“Oh my gosh,” my partner bounces in her seat, her eyes shining with excitement, “
should do our presentation like a documentary, like a TV show.”

“What?”

“You know, we’ll make a fake TV screen and then present the stuff like we're doing
documentary on ancient Egypt.”

Her enthusiasm is starting to rub off on me but I'm still confused,

“How will that actually work? How are we going to make a TV screen we ctaaldy fit

inside?”
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“We’ll make a big one out of cardboard,” she waves off my question with a shake of her
hand, “it'll be great.”

“But we're just supposed to present the stuff,” | say, still a bit leery oh#wsproposal.

“Mrs. N won't care, she’ll love it.”

After a bit of reflection | realize | have to agree with her there,dhany teacher, Mrs. N
would appreciate the novelty of my friend’s proposed plan and enjoy our rather unique plan fo
the presentation.

“Okay,” I nod slowly, “so what are we actually going to say, though?”

Over the course of the next week we each did a small amount of research on our own,
answering the questions we were given for our topic, but spent the majorityealiscussing
our plan for the presentation itself in class, between classes, and over the phone' @bothy
gone home for the day. Our exuberance and giddy excitement over this projected hgti
friends, and gently mocked by some, but we don'’t care. We’re both caught up in the éitergy o
and I'm delighted to be having so much fun with a project | expected to be nothing nmore tha
reading and then describing what we read out loud to the class.

A few days before the presentation we meet at my friend’s house to build our dwset
make final arrangements

“I got these from my uncle, | think we can make a screen with them,” she saidhghow
me a small pile of plain cardboard boxes.

“Cool. I have a safari hat | borrowed from my cousin and a beige shirt thing fom m
dad.”

“Awesome,” she grins at me, doing her familiar happy dance bouncing bac&réndrf

the balls of her feet.
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“But how are we doing with the content?” | ask hesitantly. | am loving planning ou
presentation and spending our time making up all kinds of fantastic scenes we wouwle do if
had more time, and an actual budget to buy the props we don’t have, but | haven’t been able to
shake the niggle of worry in the back of my mind. We’re having fun and | want to embrace he
approach but can’t quite shake my concern over how our presentation will be perceived.

“Oh, we’ve got that covered,” she dismisses my concern easily.

And, to my surprise, | find myself believing her. For the first time sintartesl school
I’'m happy to be blending my own creativity and enjoyment with more specific cowatezial.

We’re having a blast and while | am always keeping an eye on the ‘purpdse’agdignment,

to present the material we've been told to cover, | trust in my gut febldArs. N will get a

kick out of our approach and the fact that she’s known to be a relatively easy marlke@mnsom
more concerned with class discussions and broader understanding than finidkydeteact
answers. Plus, my friend is fully and unreservedly committed and she aletaygogd marks so

I’'m happy to trust in her plan based on her more extensive understanding of ‘how schogl works
ignoring my own anxieties.

We move on, laughing and joking, both of us caught up in the excitement of our ‘big
project’ as we cut and tape and staple, wrestling with the thick cardboard alwhslydrime
we are constructing.

The day of our presentation comes and I'm suddenly nervous. We manage to rig up the
frame with broomsticks and twine tying it off to the wall behind us but it's not piessive
looking as I'd pictured it. We get to present first, given the fact that we haena ur spare
period putting up the TV frame and it takes up the entire front of the classr@awmngl@o room

for other presenters to stand until it is taken down. Our classmates’ confusiongiridriagpon
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entering the room and seeing the large frame makes me feel vaguely seibusbsit at the
time | don’t reflect on it, only realizing later that | was worried abouteel of enthusiasm,
nervously aware that it wasn’t ‘cool’ to be this excited, to have put this much entrgy i
project like this. The embarrassment passes quickly, however, as wthtak@age’ and launch
into our tongue-in-cheek mocumentary, drawing heavily from both the irreveraeidy of
Monty Python and the quiet academic narration of David Attinburgh as we dasuliss
hypothesize about ancient Egyptian life.

My friend and | caper through the material, mostly managing not to laugh at our own
jokes, and we get a lots of laughs from the class as Mrs. N watches on with an amlgsdd s
can tell she’s more appreciative of our enthusiasm than either the contentreatingty of our

presentation but | don’t care. We have fun and it would appear that the class does too.

*k%k

“What are we supposed to be doing?” | ask my partner, Mack, in a hushed voice.

“I dunno,” he shrugs, “building a crane, | guess.”

“Yeah but how?” | bend over the laminated lesson guide for our project, scanning the
information contained in the brightly coloured bullets and bubbles without really reading
anything. I'm wary. Mr. S seems really friendly and laid-back but wéeireg marked on these
activities and | have no idea what he really expects. The course descriptigmeity vague and
from the brief introduction Mr. S gave at the beginning of class all | know is &ikie

working in partners on different activities and tasks, mostly doing some kind of prsbleimy,
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and then submitting reports on our work for marks but he didn't say anything about what that
really means or how we’re supposed to go about the tasks.

The materials in front of us remind me of interactive activity days at ttecgccentre or
on of the various science/tech kits we had at home and my knee-jerk reactiorcksup thie
pieces and start playing with them but | know we’re supposed to follow speep& @hd do the
assignment, not just blindly experiment with what the technology can do. My mindsflaatie
to a memory of me, at about eight-years-old, so excited to start using my braodamaistry
set that | jumped right in and ended up ripping the labels off the plastic shelvesg iy mom
trying to identify the chemicals to reassign them before | was alléavdo anything with the
mysterious powders. | try to read over the info sheet again but find that I'mostil
understanding where we’re supposed to start.

“Let’s see,” Mack squints down his nose through non-existent reading glasseadsd re
the report form Mr. S gave us in a stuffy faux English accent, “Completedigmes activity
and answer the following questions.” | giggle and he grins at me, returning to hid woitea
“So | guess we're supposed to complete the assigned activity and then dnesfefiowving
guestions.”

| roll my eyes and punch him lightly on the arm before looking over the materigiles i
plastic bin: a bunch of tubes, various connecting and small girder-like pieces, mmgdeof
gears, and a small winch with a metal hook on the end of a sturdy looking string. | gh# out
winch and glance between it and the small weight Mr. S left on the desk.

“How is this little plastic thing supposed to lift this?” | heft the weight inlrapd, it's

even heavier than | expected it to be.
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“Hmmm,” Mack is reading through the module lesson guide. “Looks like we’re supposed
to play with the gear setup and increase the output of the motor by using diffeeengesars in
different combinations.”

| thought | understood how gears work but now that | stop and think about it, | have no
idea what they do, besides the basic principle of interlocking-teeth-tuemetitfwheels thing.

“Like changing gears on a bike to make it easier to pedal?” | say, half &fmys
excitement building as my mind races down various avenues of possibility and amdieigt

“Yeah,” Mack’s face lights up, “I think that’s the idea.”

“Okay, cool,” I nod and reach a hand out for the report form knowing I'm going to have
to read it for myself to understand the principles behind the process.

We spend the next forty minutes happily experimenting with gear ratios,rgigni
frustration when Mr. S makes us repeat the exercise lifting his massivieksg's from the floor
after our initial success with the smaller weight. In truth, however, weelighted with the
further challenge. When Mr. S calls out a warning that class is over in petesi Mack and |
look at each other in disbelief,

“Oh shit,” he curses under his breath, “the report.”

My heart sinks. We’d been having so much fun goofing around and playing with the
different outcomes of different designs that we forgot to document our progeal.d pencil
and we race through the first few questions on the worksheet. Mr. S comes over toavua stat
few minutes later,

“Oh don’t worry too much about that, guys,” he says, waving his hand, “you can finish it
tomorrow. Just make sure you make notes about what you did, what gears you used, aod stuf

you remember it all.”
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Mack sighs with relief and we scribble away some point-form notes aboutweldit
and the results of the different trials.

In the following weeks Mack and | work our way through a handful of different
assignments and | am surprised to find myself looking forward to the class mdareose
despite the fact that it is not an area | expected to be very interested intdasnthe class to
meet the diploma requirement and because my cousin Joe and a few other friendsgincludin
Mack, were taking it.

A few weeks later we were working at one of the computers scattered around the
classroom,

“Dude,” I laugh, “we can’t hand that in.”

“Why not? It's beautiful.” He sits back to admire his handiwork in the paint progtam:
fantastical map of an island we’ve created including features like kiksy, loeolten lava slides
and Rocky Cliffs of Doom.

“Uhm, because we’re just supposed to do the one piece and we have the pamphlet
already.”

“So this is an additional part, an appendix or whatever,” he grins, “people need to know
about the killer bee forest and lava watersides.”

His mock serious tone sets me off laughing again and we’re both cackling aouay at
own brilliance when Mr. S walks up to the computer station,

“What'’s so funny over here? Mack, are you distracting Amy again?” weae tashis
fake authoritarian voice by now and | smirk at Mack. We both know he’s only preteatding
playing favourites and | love to tease Mack about it when we’re not in class.

“No sir, she is distracting me,” Mack defends himself, as he always does.

152



“I find that highly unlikely,” Mr. S tries to scowl but breaks into a grin when heséa
to look at the map on the monitor. “So this is your graphics project? Killer bemswaad root
beer float lakes?”

“Yes sir,” Mack nods seriously, “accurate cartography is very importaheiexploration
of uncharted areas.”

“Yes, well it looks like you've charted it now,” he says with a chuckle.

“We did this part already,” | say, handing him the pamphlet we printed out at the
beginning of the period.

“Hmm,” he scans the paper, unfolding it to look at the inner columns, “Beastie Boys
merchandise? Brass monkeys for 29.99? I'm guessing these are refdhenioo old to
understand but | like what you’ve done with the format.” He turns it over and glaneethe
back, “it looks good but I think you can do better with the alignment here on the backtshte se
down on the desk between us and leans in to point out that the columns aren't aligned with the
folds, “You need to change the page setup on both sides. You've kept it the same on both sides,
which is great, but it's not completely even, see how the first column iseabiitmaller on
both sides, so they aren't lining up when you print the back side. Its first column &lgimthe
back of the last one on the front so it's uneven and not lining up when you fold it. Try to sort that
out and give me a shout if you get into trouble with it.” He pats Mack on the shoulder as he turns
to walk away, “lava watersides, that’s a good one but don't lose sight of the detrkerything
else guys.”

By the end of the period we’ve corrected our pamphlet layout and submitted our map ‘for
extra credit’ as Mack put it. | know Mr. S won’t give us bonus marks for it but we had fun

making it and | can’t wait to see what he says about it when he marks thesigah@ent.
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*k%k

My first day of photography, I'm so excited | could barely pay attention throygh m
morning classes. Finding my way outside after math | shiver in the cold wind ag tdithre
door of the squat brick building that houses the studio. Inside the heavy metal door a corridor
leads me past a row of cupboards and displays of student art which | barebdgata the
larger open space that made up the main room. Rows of worktables fill most of the space
arranged in a squared off semicircle focusing in at the teacher’sabas&d in the middle.
Around the outside of the room are drying racks, easels, and more cupboards. A¢tideisaa
larger open space with sinks, counter tops and shelves holding bottles of chemicalskanaf st
plastic containers. A faint slightly sour scent undercuts the usual schobb$stale dry air but
| don't find it unpleasant; it's unique novelty speaks to me of chemical processingagrdah
the darkroom, reminding me of my dad'’s stories of time spent unrecognized, cpughhe
artistic process, of the satisfaction of creating a memorable print, aray/the jound in
perfecting and enhancing his shots through the use of chemicals and exposure. licemdeta
started, to take my own photos and watch them dissolve into focus in the chemical baths, to li
out yet another artistic dream.

The critical side of me loves the idea of photography, artistic expressiankeut to
how well my drawing replicates the actual material it is modelled upon, burtientic in me
loves the idea of the process of it all, the glowing red light in the darkroom, thénesipieng
and tweaking of the prints until my artistic sensibilities are satisfihere’s a mystique to my

image of the darkroom, a sacred reverence for the rites and practtocasntiestogether to
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produce a specific kind of art, my favourite kind of art, and | can’t quite believérthattually
here, about to get my chance to try my hand at it.

| find a seat and do my best to hold my excitement in check, preparing to be disappointed
by boring technical assignments and rigid class structures. To my pleagange, Mrs. O and
her classes are exactly what I'd hoped they would be.

An older lady with a faint Italian accent, Mrs. O looks every bit the part of the
guintessential semi-eccentric artist with a wardrobe consistingy siflblack clothing, and a
revolving collection of random dangling jewellery, topped by a shock of frizaygar hair.
While we have assignments and are marked on our work, Mrs. O didn’t seem to put too much
weight on that portion of the class. She gives us specific rubrics so we kndly Bracshe
will be marking our projects but breezes through their description to spend morestuesdig
the techniques and theories we are to explore in the given assignment. Shedsbgxatir
creative ideas and pushes us to explore creatively rather than reminding us taectivaple
assigned components. And, above all that, she treats the class as a space \aheverk
together without the authoritarian voice many teachers, especially thosmteless structured
subjects like art, tend to fall back when students step out of line.

“Now, where is that thing,” Mrs. O, mutters, sidestepping between the chairslathea
seat in the middle of the row of worktables.

| look up from where | am carefully slicing through a set of prints with a knafi.

“Ah ha,” she exclaims, lifting the red stuffed toy from a student’s open bag. Aiplay
smile spreading across her face, she glances around at those of us workingkéesheearby

and whispers, “you saw nothing,” before quickly retracing her steps and tucking teap in
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a seldom-used cupboard by the front door of the studio. Pressing a finger to her lipskamgl wi
at us, she returns to her desk.

Twenty minutes later, with only a few minutes left to the class, one of noyfetudents
comes out of the darkroom to pack up his things. Pulling out his backpack from under his
worktable, he cries out,

“Hey, where’s my EImo?” he glances around the surrounding area but sees nolsgyn of t
toy. “Seriously, guys,” he glares, half amused at the joke but obviouslyraisged by it, at
those of us sitting at the tables around him, “who took my Tickle-Me-EImo?”

“It wasn’t us,” one of his friends says.

“Well someone took it.”

“Mrs. O did,” another girl whispers at him.

“No way,” he shakes his head, glaring at her. “Seriously, who took it?”

“Mrs. O,” says another student.

The boy rolls his eyes, “Yeah, sure, she took my Tickle-Me-Elmo. Where did ysu gu
hide it?”

After we all shake our heads again he re-checked his bag half-heartedlyymomced
that we are playing a prank on him. | make slow work of packing up my own binder and pencil
case, trying to keep from grinning and looking suspicious. Mrs. O finishes talkimg wiudent
about her plans for the next assignment and claps her hands,

“Ok, everyone, the bell is about to ring, pack up your things and don’t forget to bring in
your objects for the light sculptures we’re going to shoot in the darkroom nekt Remember,
it's about creating silhouettes on the paper, you won't see detail or much texturepse gour

items accordingly.”
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“Mrs. O?”

“Yes?” she manages to look over at the boy without giving anything away.

“Someone took my Tickle-Me-EImo.”

She blinks, looking confused for a moment, “Oh, you mean that devil-toy that kept
laughing during my lesson?”

“Yeah, it was in my bag when | went into the darkroom and now it’'s gone.”

“I hardly think one of your classmates would have stolen it, perhaps it fell under the
desk?”

“No, | looked everywhere, someone must have taken it,” his voice rises, his famstrati
obviously escalating.

“That’s a serious accusation to make, perhaps they just hid it to keep you fromtidgtra
them in future classes?” she smiles at him knowingly but the boy is rooting through bisceag
more to show her it is not where he left it and he misses the look.

“But it was right here and now it's gone,” he protests. He looks up at her cautitosiy,
didn't put it somewhere, did you?” he asked hesitantly.

“Me? What would | have to do with your toy?”

When he looks back down to check under the desk again Mrs. O winks at the rest of us,

“Why ever would | take a student’s possession, especially one that disruptéabe®/ c

It takes him a second before he understands her tone but when he does he stares back at
her in disbelief, “You did take it,” he exclaims.

Finally breaking down, she grins at him, “Well now it is my turn to be laughing, no?”
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He continues to stare at her as she chuckles and points to the cabinet whashske st
the toy, “I tell you where | have hidden your toy but if you bring a distadt my studio again
you might not get it back so easily,” she chided.

He grins bashfully but chuckles as he crosses to the cupboard and pulls the toy out from
the cabinet. The rest of the class begin filing towards the door in anticipatios leéll and Mrs.

O walks with us. When the boy squeezes the toy and sets off a round of it's meansnead
laughter she laughs in response,

“Such a horrible thing, this is for children? It would give me nightmares,” she shudders
and pats the boy on the shoulder, “you were worried you had lost it. My prank was a good one
then?”

He nods, smiling, all sign of tension and annoyance gone, “Totally.” He looks down at his
shoes just as the bell rings, shuffling his feet. “I'm sorry for interruptirgsclae says, flashing
an apologetic smile up at Mrs. O as he joins the line of students shuffling out intattte br
sunlight.

“I know,” Mrs. O pats his shoulder reassuringly.

| glance over the pages of my test and look back at the clock. I'm done with loads of t
to spare and am worried that | missed a question or a page since no one else is Satisfigxt
that I've answered everything | try to review my work searching for minorsemm the
arithmetic. As usual, my brain doesn’t comply and | stare blankly at thbamsron the page,
only able to see what I've done, not instances where | should have done otherwisgalBvent

sigh and resign myself to my fate, standing up to walk as quietly as | can thiheuglws of
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students still bent over their desks. | hand Ms. D my paper and return to my sedhirdthav,
pulling my English book out from the shelf mounted under the seat.

A few minutes later I look up to see Ms. E standing next to my desk.

She slides my paper back onto my desk and leans in,

“What's five times six, Amy?” she asks in a hushed voice.

“Uhm, thirty?”

“Check question five and question three,” she winks at me and returns to her desk.

| look at the questions she circled and quickly correct those errors just before Ms. E
makes an announcement to the class,

“We're at the fifteen minute mark, people. If you finish between now and the betleple
stay in your seats and hand your paper in after the period ends so that you don’ydisrupt
neighbours who are still writing.

After the bell rings | file forward with the rest of the class and lirge¢he back of the
crowd to be one of the last ones handing in their paper. When it’s finally my turntitadde
stack on the desk,

“Thanks for the help,” | mumble, suddenly embarrassed by the mistakes | made.

“It's no problem,” she smiles, “you’re allowed to use a calculator in the other smit’s
only fair that you don’t lose marks over silly mistakes like that in this one. Yawgaod student
and you understand what you’re doing, you just need to slow down and think twice about what
you do.”

“I know,” I nod, blushing at the praise, “but no matter how many times | look it over |

never see the mistakes.”
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“Well then, it's a good thing I'm good at catching them,” she jokes, “and | dantd
doing it if you hand your paper in early, even when you can use a calculator, but juskearple
won't tell you about any larger mistakes you make, just the little finacles like that.”

“Oh, | know. That wouldn’t be fair.”

She nods, appearing to be pleased with my acknowledgement of the moral line.

| bid her farewell and walk out of the room more relaxed than | can ever remember
feeling after a math test. Even though | know she only saved me, at best, a couplesdirma
happy to feel like someone is on my side against the math and break into a grin edadinhier

praise. Maybe my mark in this class won't keep me out of my first choice of uhasedter all.

*k%k

“For those of you who've taken a class with me before,” Mr. D nods at myselffend a
other students who were in my grade twelve English class with him Est'yeu’ll remember
the reading journal assignments. He holds up his copy of the sheet he’s distributedassthe
“You're marked out of three: a one means you read the lines and can tell me whaeldappe
the readings; a two means you can read between the lines and speak not only abiorn thet ac
about developments, character relationships, tensions, narrative devices, ton# &kel ttat;
and a three means you're reading beyond the lines, everything from the two colwuatsobut
discussing relations to other readings, universal themes, broader impacteaft#tiee style
and that kind of big picture stuff. Take a moment to read the rubric I've given yoak®ssuare

you understand what I'm looking for. We’ll be doing them every week or so but yougétesv
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passes to either not submit one or have your lowest two marks dropped if you complete all of
them.”

| look down at the sheet resting on top of my binder. It's the same one we hadrdast yea
I’'m pretty sure. He’s drawn a spectrum line across the page with threensobdifoullet pointed
items under the respective numbers listing components that must be includededctiamef
paper in order to achieve that grade. | know some people really struggled wé&lagsggnments
last year but | loved them. | was nervous at first but as soon as | gatstrpafper back with a
three on it and a full paragraph of hand-written response discussing my thoughts imgdhshar
own, | was hooked.

This year is no different, with regard to the journal. We do a chunk of assigned seading
and then get a chance to talk about our thoughts one-on-one via the journal entries, andthear wha
Mr. D thinks in his responses. | love writing the page-long entries and findatiyamelpful
exercise in making myself stop and think about what I'm reading, stepping bacKleating
on the material rather than just blasting through to see how the story ends. Itlika tiat only
learning more about what | think about what I'm reading, in a way | can’t ictaréeor group
discussion where other people’s thoughts are part of what’s happening, but alggethatHear
from Mr. D directly specifically in reference to my thoughts rather than thioke whole class.

A few weeks later we're discussing our independent study project.

“So, we can do whatever we want?” a student asks, looking up from the assignment sheet
in confusion.

“Yes and no,” Mr. D is standing at the front of the classroom wearing his weeates
vest and reminding me, as always, of the dad ffamily Tiesin both his appearance and his

patient, wise demeanour. “You can present your material in any form, faualignce, but | still
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need to see the components listed in the assignment handout. You can pick any subjeat matt
sub-genre you want, frame your perspective on a specific topic, such as thenoleef in
fantasy literature, or looking at a specific author or branch of the genrdyeandresent your
thoughts in a manner that fits your material. Most students do a traditional paper but, fo
instance, if you want to study graphic novels and discuss how a handful of books use images to
convey or develop the story or character development, well then maybe it madesoserite a
graphic novel or use some kind of art-based presentation style. Something otheckhan sti
figures, | mean.”

Laughter, side conversations, and exclamations swell and he waits a moment befor
raising his hands for order,

“This doesn’t mean you can do whatever you want at the last minute, we're gdieag t
meeting throughout the term to talk about your projects and where you're goingewthYou
need to incorporate something we’ve talked about in class, such as the hero’s journey,
archetypes, or themes et cetera. And,” he paused to look at us serioushn ‘it aigout the
stick-figures, it has to be of good quality, both the final presentation matedahe work you
put into building that final content.”

The bell rings and the room explodes in rustles of paper, snaps of binder rings amd chatte
as we pack up.

“Think about it over the weekend, we're going to start meeting one-on-one thoaik a
your ideas next week,” Mr. D calls over the noise before we start to shuffle o, &rgreat

weekend, guys.”
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The small office is stuffy and | force myself to take a deep breath betovealls seem
to move in any closer. | can feel the nervous sweat run down the centre of my back giad I'm
to have chosen a dark sweater that morning, knowing that it renders the large ddrep pat
under my arms invisible from where my vice-principal is sitting.

“Okay, so what brings you here to my office today?” he asks. | have never had any
interaction with prior to today’s appointment, and he seems slightly concernad todisitting
across from him.

“Ium, well, I don’t want to stand up f@h Canadaany more,” | say, trying to maintain
eye contact and smile confidently, “and, uh, well | know | have the right to opt oufjwstd |
wanted to talk about how that works before | did anything.”

He blinks away the brief look of surprise and smiles at me politely, tension patllihg
corners of his mouth, “can | ask why you’ve made this decision?”

“Sure, well, it's because | don’t believe in the lyrics and have an issue witimalgttic
pride and it just doesn’t feel comfortable given these beliefs. | mean,” mynstamg fades as |
remember my discussion the night before with my mom, “it goes against myslelyiefding
nationalism and personal autonomy and I'm happy to discuss alternatives with yon bat
longer comfortable standing for the national anthem every morning.”

He nods thoughtfully, “you seem to have put a lot of thought into this and | appreciate
you coming to me. Do your parents know about this decision?”

| nod, “My mom does.”

“And how does she feel about it? Did she give you her permission to do this? What about

your father?”
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| shrug, somehow surprised by this line of questioning but realizing on the tait of tha
surprise that | really shouldn’t be, yet another hippy-child moment in a world ofdtiexal
parenting assumptions. “Yeah, she’s fine with it,” not that it should matter. | keepdt of the
sentence to myself and try not to let my eyes tighten into a glare o&frostr*And it’s just my
mom at home so,” | drift off, waiting for his next question, bracing myselffendemy position
against the worst case scenario of his complete rejection and judgement.

“Okay,” he nods again as he pauses before continuing with a hint of uncertainty in his
voice, “Okay, well, if this isn’t about protest or causing a disturbance, | donitlsggou can’t
leave your homeroom class and sit in the hallway, we make the same allowametigitors
beliefs. But make sure that you drop your things off in class first so tbhatgacher knows that
you’re there and not just late. | guess, hmm,” he glances down at myridedgen on his desk,
“I'll have to give you a note to give to Mr. D so that he knows I've given you psionigo leave
the room. Does he already know about your decision?”

“No,” | shake my head. The ball of tension and worry in my gut had begun to loosen as
the VP accepted my decision but with the mention of my homeroom teacher, a teatthge
and respect, it clenches again, weighing down the relief I'd begun to fedh’t tteought about
having to tell other people about this decision too.

“Okay, well you give him this note and tell him to call me if he has any concémas,”
says absently as he scribbles a few lines on a memo pad. Tearing off the loatkes back up at
me, “| appreciate your maturity and desire to do this through the proper chanmetsiilds as
he hands the note to me.

| take it and return the smile as | stand, “Yeah, uh, thanks.”
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| fold the note and tuck it into my pocket carefully as | make my way from hig pfiast
the secretaries’ desks, and back into the main hall.

My friend is waiting for me outside, “So, how did it go?”

| shrug, “It’s cool, | just have to give a note to Mr. D.”

She punches me on the arm, “Attagirl, you radical hippy.”

| smile and relish the relief that runs through me, letting go of the tensidn’t dialize
| was holding in my shoulders with a sudden drop. As | bid my friend goodbye to head out to the
photography studio for my next class | can’t help but smile to myself. | didtdod up for what
| believe and got what | wanted. Well, almost. | realize a small drosappointment in my
wave of pride is coming from his praise of my methods. | went to him to discuss oyt
acknowledge that | wanted to do something against the rules and create some kirogjoé dial
regarding this topic. | did it as a matter of my own integrity, to receghieir expectations and
negotiate with them, not because | wanted to use proper channels or felt theyrigd tbe
grant or deny me permission. | tell myself that it doesn’t matter, thidtwhat felt right to me
and that’s what counts, but deep down | wish I'd pushed him harder, wished | pointed out that
there was nothing wrong with staging a protest or disrupting a practicéengodeplorable or
disrespectful. But | didn’t. Maybe I’'m not such a radical after all.

A few weeks later and I'm lounging around in the hallway waiting for my frierdtap
her things off so we can go hang out in the washroom while everyone else standaritihehe
We’d sat in the hallway at first but after being yelled at by a teacher whi kBhow we had
permission to do so we realized that we'd have to explain it again and again to aiherstsa

we gave up and moved to the washroom every morning just before the bell rang.
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An angry voice interrupts my wandering thoughts and | look up to see a boy from my
class being harangued by none other than the teacher who yelled at my frieffor amitirig in
the hallway. | don’t hear everything that she’s saying but her eyes anegodamd she’s jabbing a
finger at the floor. The boy is defensive and apologizes for something,

“I'm sorry, I'll clean it,” he protests.

“You shouldn’t have done it in the first place,” she snaps, essentially ignoring his
apology.

From the brief exchange of words | surmise that he must have spat on the floor but he
appears genuinely sorry for it and says he hadn’t meant to, that he did it without thiihldng.
teacher doesn’'t appear to hear a word he says, never mind respond to his obvious shame and
embarrassment over the whole thing. His tone quickly changes from meefgtatteraxplain
his behaviour and protest the vehemence of her reaction to one of humiliated apology.

The teacher stands over him, still glaring and fuming as he kneels down and nheps at t
floor with paper towel he got from the bathroom.

| cringe and look away, embarrassed for him and furious with her belittlifgeas s
continues to berate him for his thoughtlessness, disrespect (oh, the irony) and for being
‘disgusting’.

| barely know the boy, he transferred here just this semester, but he segstsnand
soft-spoken. He dresses like a bit of a punk in old army jackets and big black Doc Margen boot
but I've never heard him say anything political or seen him disrupt clagguwag, he just sits
quietly at the back and seems smart based on his comments in classroom discwgatohs. |
him stand up slowly, curling his six-foot-something bulky frame inwards as muchcas e

his faded green coat with his head hanging so low it makes my neck hurt. He €ldrechaper
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towel in on hand, staring at the scuffed toes of his boots, while the teacher stapstaras up
at him, continuing her admonition and | want nothing more than to march across thg balilva
scream in her face to shut up and leave him alone. But | don’t. | am frozen in a canlohat
embarrassment for having witnessed his shame and fear for getting invdwed. that she
won't hear my objection to her tone, that she is right and he is wrong and that my position as a
witness doesn’t count because I'm a student. | watch him mumble yet another apgalogy
shuffle off behind her towards The Office and want to burst into tears at my buve,fat my
feeling of powerlessness, and the ridiculous injustice of her behaviour.

| detest spitting in public and feel sickened by the idea of someone spitting othe f
indoors but he apologized over and over and was obviously genuinely sorry for what he did but
she continued to attack him in such a demoralizing and personal manner. | feel shaken and
disturbed by her behaviour but can’t say I'm exactly surprised by it in agy w

“Hey,” my friend dashes up, her cheeks flushed, “just made it, man the sidewalkg are
out there,” she huffs, pushing open the bathroom door beside me. | nod absently and follow her
into the washroom.

| don’t mention what | saw to her or anyone. | know that the teacher was out afdine a
that if | could produce a video of the exchange others would agree but without proof of her tone
there is nothing to break down the wall between her rights and privileges abex taat the
rights of her students.

| spend the rest of the period in a bit of a haze trying to forget what | saw and how shaken
it left me. Just a few weeks ago that same teacher yelled at us butneastytas aggressive and
backed off completely when we explained we had permission from the VicgBlinas it

because we were ‘good kids’, honour roll students that she had personally taughtBasasse
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we responded with concern and immediately explained our perceived transgressapitiiig
something that just pushed her buttons? None of that mattered. If | let my thoufgzattrio
the hallway all | can think about is her vitriolic anger spewing out at higtégure and |
know, deep down in my heart, that her behaviour was inexcusable. Would it have made a
difference if I'd protested? What if I'd gone with them to the officen@are my views of what
happened? It's possible that she would have been reprimanded but | know that sheycan easil
defend and justify her actions, which is what I'm certain she will do based onpasiences in
her classes, downplaying the severity. | know that the boy and | hold no power inraoimadie
words against hers. So while there is always a chance someone mightteaed lisknow her
and | know the system and know that nothing that could be done would undo how small and
ashamed she made him feel.

| can barely bring myself to look the boy in the eye when he returns to clask tateee
after completing his suspension, but go out of my way in the next few days to beieraily fr

with him and try to make him feel more welcome in his new school.

*k%k

When | was in high school there were three levels of OAC (grade thirtestuflants
heading to university) English classes you could take. English | anohBisted of two different
levels of difficulty in a somewhat traditional English class focusing oreeifsptopic/genre in

literature such as comedy and satire or human capacity for evil and inclatgd atlependent
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study project while English Il was one course, Writers’ Craft, involvinigng in different
formats and genres along with reading examples in each unit. In order toé¢akéld tourse
you had to already take one of the I's or Writers’ Craft. Most people took orexjuased by
most English speaking universities and maybe two if they really likechgiti one of the topics
in level I11. 1 took four OAC English credits.

“What are you going to meet with your guidance counsellor about this tiday’
asked, with a half-mocking smile.

| shrug, “Same thing | go to see him about every term, Pinky,” | referampopular
children’s show and mimic the voice of the cartoon mouse bent on world domination, “trg to tak
over my schedule.”

She laughs, “I can’t believe how much you change your courses, every terr lyaokg
to them after we get the schedules; you're so picky!”

“I guess,” | hadn't really thought about it but none of my friends ever seemed as
concerned about their schedules as | was, they didn’t really care who taught edat elaat
other options they had. They sometimes tried to make changes to avoid a teacher they
particularly couldn’t stand or to try and get the spare period they wanted, @susin Joe often
did so he could sleep in. “I just like to see what'’s possible and try to make it sogniéthike,”
| finish lamely, not able to explain how important it is to me to know that I've exploexy e
possibility and built the schedule that I'll be most happy with.

“Whatever, weirdo,” she says with a friendly laugh and wave as | head up tkdctae
administrative area.

Seated in the familiar chair across from the friendly face of my counsédlerthe usual

tension in my gut. | don’'t know why I'm always stressed about these meetingscbaiinays
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felt that | have to keep my cards close to my chest, hiding my true motivatiotryiagdo get

what | want without being honest, with him or myself really, about what I'mgrgrdo.

Ultimately, | want to avoid boring classes taught by boring and/or meealetesabut never really
come out and say that, not wanting to offend my counsellor or end up with any teacher knowing
that I’'m actively avoiding a class with them.

“So, because you took two English classes last year and grade twelventhystiecould
take an English OAC next term,” he offers after we start discussing nonsyitased on my
ideas about where | want to go to university and what | want to study.

“Okay,” I nod, English is good. “Is Mr. D teaching an OAC next term?” Mr. D is the new
head of the English department and my current teacher. | really like Hs clas

He punches a few keys on the antiquated keyboard and squints at the monochromatic
display, “Nope, sorry. But Mr. W is teaching an OAC |.”

“Which one?” | ask even as he looks down to the course handbook to check the course
code.

“Canadian literature.”

“Hmm,” it's not my favourite topic, not one | was thinking about taking, but I like the
idea of studying just about anything with him better than most of the other optitwes we
discussed. “Does it fit my schedule?”

He nods, his focus returning to the screen, “Yup, we’d just have to move you into Mrs.
D’s calculus instead of Mrs. Q’s.” | try to suppress my grin, having hadsa aligh Mrs. Q this
term one of my other goals of this meeting was to get out of her calculus‘Clkay, that

sounds fine.”
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He works the keyboard again, making the change, “Okay, that's done. Anytlengels
wanted to talk about?”

“Uhm, not really.”

“Great, well have a happy holidays,” he says with a smile, standing up to show afe out
the office.

A year later and I'm back in the seat,

“So, | guess | need another credit to take the place of that one then? Uhm, is Mr. D
teaching any English OAC’s?”

“You already have Writers’ Craft next term and you've already takdasd year and a
Il this term.”

“I know,” I shrug, “But I'm going to have my six OAC'’s already, including thahma
credit | need for U of T.”

He does his thing with the computer and the course handbook, “Yup, Mr. D is teaching
Fantasy lit.”

Not my favourite genre but, like last year, I'd rather take that thaise | have equally
little interest in with a teacher | don't like as much.

“Okay, does it fit into my schedule?”

“But,” he looks at me for a moment, “you don’t need that credit.”

“I know, but I need to take three courses to be full time and be allowed to do
extracurriculars, right?”

“Yes,” he nods slowly, clearly confused, “but the OAC III's all have the seonese code

S0 on your transcript you’d have two of the same courses.”
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“Will it look like | failed or had to take it again?” I'm not sure why he’s so comeer
about this.

“No, I'm not sure how it will show up, no one’s ever taken more than one before.”

| shrug uncomfortably, “is it a problem?”

“Not technically, 1 don’t think so. But wouldn’t you rather take something éld@a8tory
or geography credit?”

“Not really. I like English.”

He blinks at me before nodding, “okay, okay then. Well, I'll have to see how thks wor
in terms of your transcript and how the computer system will handle it. It migén that only
one, the higher mark, shows up on your transcript in the end.”

“Does that affect my eligibility for sports and stuff during the term?”

“No, that's a board policy, something we’re required to enforce but not something that
would cause a problem as long as you’re attending the class and participassigmmants and
everything.”

“Great,” | smile, relieved and kind of excited about this development. Looks like nex

term won't be as boring as | thought it might be.

- $ $ ,

...before it begins again in a new form on the next page. So to be more accurate, ‘and
there the narrative, creative writing portion of this work ends’. | hope that the ebapter
achieved one of the purposes of this work, allowing you to put yourself in my shoes anith shar
my lived experiences of those settings (as | recall them now). As | nownguattention to my

second purpose, to explore these experiences from an academic perspiectisdars of
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leisure studies, below you will find (slightly?) more traditional academniting exploring my
thoughts on these narratives, my experiences and what I've thought about aedl de@nthe

course of this work.
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After writing my autoethnographic snapshots | was left with the weightgidamf how
to process, reflect upon and discuss their content with you. On one hand | hope that they can
stand alone, that they carry weight and significance on their own that has shovemgbhisg
new, caused you to reflect upon your own learning experiences, and/or triggered sorki@ather
of critical reflection on these topics. On the other hand, | want to talk spdgihtalut what |
learned about learning settings, and experiences of them, as a result oeotioretlpon them
through the lens of human experience exploration and have, therefore, included thedollowin
reflection chapter to share with you not only my thoughts about this material but alsadhow a
where | see it responding to and building on existing academic literature. \Wwathiswill refer
back to my two guiding research questions, looking at both the personal/emotional aadl cultur
facets of these experiences, exploring both sides and discussing my thoughts lorewhat
learned through this study.

Before we get into the meat of that discussion, however, | want to share a bitngbout
process and how this section came to be so you understand both my perspective as | worke
through the material and how | see the chapter fitting into the project as a Wiape.this
preamble will be helpful in setting the stage and framing the followingriakite a

methodological/processual context for your engagement and subsequent atierpret

-5 $ # "

Autoethnography is a messy method. For me it is, anyway. Embracing the lived

experience and trying to explore it as a whole, resisting the urge to aleyayate, categorize
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and label every piece individually, made it difficult for me to analyze or dsstiesnes and
concepts concretely because they overlap, intersect, and influence each thtbgmaesave in
and out of the experiences in different forms. In writing this section, howex@igdime to
understand the messiness a bit better, gained some clarity and perspective omhessitiness
takes shape and come to a deeper understanding of my own experiences wittderachitaal
context.

One of the messiest bits of working with this section was looking at how diffewais
of experience shape and influence each other. At first my logical, catiegorg mind struggled
to frame some kind of cause-and-effect relationship between these facetswansdifrustrating
fight that brought different factors to the forefront at different timeagtyny neat little threads
of analysis into knots of Gordian proportion. What | came to eventually understand, hasveve
that it's not so much a linear string of relationships but rather a flow ofetitféaictors that link
and merge, swirling together, nudging the weight of the experience in differectiahis based
on the sum of their respective presence, strength and intensity at any giveminn any given
interaction, or my perception of it as | look back over the years. And with thizatezd, that
it's a reoccurring shifting ongoing interaction between factors, the knbtsixfaly and | was free
to reflect and discuss my findings. Except that it was no longer a neat andreean |
discussion, it was a messy roundabout dialogue that doubled back on itself andire¥isitent
relationships and intersections as different factors were consideredbeeésord explored. And
isn’t that a lovely way of seeing life?

After multiple attempts at ‘writing my way through’ this reflectioneélized that in
order to resolve this issues | had to let go of my compulsion to include absolutgthiexgin

this paper; | had to relax and remind myself that this work has a specific foatiic speestions
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to answer, and realign myself with the understanding that | cannot possitd@ynstrayou every
single thought and emotion I've had while working through it. | was eventually@blabrace
this individual interpretation of the work and learned to enjoy the freedom thesenkgave
me as they released me from the immense pressure of my own perfectionismggidsstvith
wanting to explore every possible avenue and related tangent. Working threugtottass |
realized that by letting go in this way | was able to actually pull th& sloser, find a firmer
grip and move forward with it in a more solid and cohesive manner.

In this reflection process | also struggled with the decision of how to démidegs or
concepts that went beyond what is included in just the snapshots themselves. Yltimatel
decided that this study is about exploring my experiences as a whole, nailatstgsand
analyzing those specific episodes in isolation, so | did not restrict mysbkEit content
exclusively as material for this reflection but have done my best to focusiyiorathe
snapshots, as they are the primary content of this work, and recognize whentifrg dfifinto
a tangent or when a particular experience comes to be significant enouijrethat to go back
and write it up as its own snapshot to be included in the larger story (which | did end up having
to do in a couple instances because | wanted you to get a more detailed and esxjpatigace
of that story in particular).

Underlying all of this methodological discussion about this chapter, however, is the
interpretivist belief that this is all still just my story, my memory, varsion of these events.
And, with the partial and limited nature of human events, it is of course important tbauoreyt
findings here are framed by my own perspective and shaped by my beliefs. Wheeraugsi
the limitations of this process and the possibility of selective memorgtidgemy work, | was

at first somewhat concerned about your response. Would everyone say, ‘sure, she found
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that’s what she went looking for in the first place’? Would my ultimate déscasimply be a
regurgitation of what | wanted to see in this material? While I'm not gt into the broader
epistemological/methodological debate regarding the influence of exwssgrober on their

work, | will say that for me, what | found was new material, new information, neghinato

my experiences, into the stories | already knew, and, thereby, theafeswiseful exercise in
exploration. Building from Ellis’ work (Ellis, 2000; 2004; 2009), this project has looked in and
out from my story, my (counter) narrative of my insider/outside experiencles bydader
sociocultural and academic contexts offering up for you, my dear readstinatgstory and my
thoughts on what that story means, or could mean.

In tackling the complicated issue of memory, Ellis acknowledges the posslbility
selectivity and distortion over time but includes this factor as part of howthnoagaphy work,
noting that similar issues arise in asking others about their memoriagwegys or interviews
and explaining that, ‘faults’ and all, our memories are what make up the stooesliokes as we
understand them (e.g. Ellis, 2000; 2009). More specifically, she and Bochner and Adams (2010
explain that,

For an autoethnographer, questions of reliability refer to the
narrator's credibility. Could the narrator have had the experiences
described, given available "factual evidence"? Does the narrator
believe that this is actually what happened to her or him?
(Bochner, 2002, p.86). Has the narrator taken "literary license" to

the point that the story is better viewed as fiction than a truthful
account? (paragraph 33).

The reliability and validity of my memory work here, then, is in what you makeiaf i
your opinion of its power and veracity as ‘a story’ (one that could have happened to others, not
just ‘my story’ as | see it) stands its use as research and | can only hopestredone a
sufficient job in making it feel ‘real’ to you. Could my perspective have fudhrected the

following discussion of the memories? Of course. As it would in any researchgatsy g
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intentions and personal values have influenced my work (Ellis, 1999) but that doesn’t render
these perspectives as invalid or less useful. Unless, of course, when you readussiah you

find yourself sitting back thinking, ‘no way, | didn’t see that in the snapshots #tislis a

tenuous connection at best...” or something similar. In that case, if my m@fieétiel hollow or
forced to you, then yes, | have failed to create a solid and reliable piecearttedf, on the

other hand, you read my discussion and think, ‘yes, | can see how those factors influenced he
experiences and how that scene led to this new insight’ well then, | will coitsadaunccess.

In short, what follows is a collection of my thoughts based on a particular perspective
regarding my experiences, one side of the crystalline form of understandieggbges, that |
hope will resonate in some way for you as, “a situated story, constructed froommgt
position, one that is always partial, incomplete and full of silences, and told atcalpatime,
for a particular purpose, to a particular audience” (Ellis, 2009, p. 13). | hope that ydudind t
material helpful in processing your own interpretation of the material @dvemy study and
that you are able to engage with it dialectically to come to your own thoaggthtsonclusions

regarding learning and school.

( ! $

After multiple attempts at different approaches | finally went back toghehing, to
my purpose for this study and its inspiration: using the lens of my leisure scholarkiok for
new insight into my experiences. Turning to that leisure focus, looking through afle
contextualized, related and subjective understanding of experience and lookixpeiierial
traits discussed in leisure literature | quickly found some common threambota f2 way of
sorting out the lovely mess to present you with something solid and insightful and, | hope,

meaningful. What | found, in terms of specific insight regarding experiersa@sjrig, and their
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sociocultural context, largely fell into three areas: matters of competnd challenge, degrees
of freedom/self-determination/intrinsic motivation/choice, and my weiatiips with the adults
involved in my education. In the following chapter | will explore these threses avih you,
looking back and forth from the related literature and broader context to the pergoeraénces
in the snapshots, exploring how sociocultural structures and discourses impaltftedaigt how
personal experiences can reflect, reject or reinforce cultural frarkew

For the sake of simplicity, in this work I've separated these three threautsrbality
they of course existed in a complex, contextualized and fluid way, weaving througtsaut the
experiences: in order for me to feel free at home, or in the more supporties ctassting
supportive relationships were necessary and in order for me to feel competednlieaondearn in
both environments, | needed to feel free to explore and engage with the matewnaresiletc.
The complexity and lack of linear cause-and-effect in the relationships Inetfoe=e factors
made it difficult to work through this section at first, | struggled with whestart and how to
engage with the material so closely related and multi-directional bumestioned above, |
eventually found a way to let go of the need to express every single nuanced poaaitbilit
frame together something that, | hope, stands on its own as another approachdacgess
and engage with the material. In order to present you with something coherent and useful
therefore, | have here separated them out and explored each on its own, with soss@disd

their inter-relation and overlapping nature.
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My memories of the first portion of my life are dominated with freely cha@sgivities of
varying degree of challenge in which | could display competence. Pursuwgesctinder my
own choosing, free to change, modify or abandon them at will, | experienced a highafegre
competence according to my own evaluation. Looking at my early experierea@mhb
subtraction at the kitchen table, for instance, | was wrong several tineesptdtl to solve the
problem myself and eventually learned the correct procedure with assifitamcmy mother.

Encapsulated in that vignette is a key component of the pedagogical perspgatiogm
undertook in our homeschooling: individualized experiences in which we were able to set our
own terms of success and follow our organic experience of the material teseorga
understanding and academic development. | was aware that | got the wrongs dnguleat was
important only within the context of offering feedback on my capability with thefspskill,
the wrong answers didn’t count against my sense of competence as they dichm'tnreaty
enduring measurement or assessment of my capacity in the subject; ‘faikdthe
assignment or subject, mistakes were merely indications that | had moastered the skill and
| was able to develop competence in this area by exploring my mistakesarnddeo correct
them immediately in relation to my understanding of the material ratheg#tting the sheet
back the next day knowing my mistakes had been documented and that my one chance at the
assignment had already passed. While younger students in school may nietcbastebsolutely
as their older peers, eliminating some of the sense of incompetence thatfoatered in more
formal testing environments, my mom’s broader pedagogical approachtéedinioi developing
a sense of competence as | was able to explore my learning in a persglaadiyt manner not

only building from my pre-existing individual perspective and understanding buhgemki
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new challenges to match what | saw as significant or meaningfuB@ugstein, Haynes,

Watson O'Reilly, & Painter, 1996; Carruthers, 2002; Engel, 2005; Harris, 2000; Hutt &
Bhavnani, 1972; Lancy, 1996; Nielsen & Christie, 2008; Smilansky & Shefatya, 1990; Smith,
2010; Sylva, Roy, & Painter, 1980). My perspective on these experiences is echoed by
Csikszentmihalyi and Kleiber (1991), “one can best learn about the possibilities s#lf when
one feels free to make mistakes” (p. 96); making mistakes without any senderofl
consequence therefore fostered not only an organic approach to learning but aisot&idigt

of environment in which my early learning occurred.

Looking at less structured academic activities, memorizing the desesinMacbeth
playing King’s Quest on the computer, or getting lost in a book of my choosing, as a
homeschooled child these activities were freely chosen within the social cointiesxthome-
learning setting and reflected a degree of competence in that | was able ® ttieodsgree of
difficulty | faced, maximizing challenges without overstepping the boundsyy@ompetence,
and emerging victorious in the end according to my own measurement of successgmwhate
organic desire had driven me to take up the activity. The freedom to chooseeadiased on
intrinsic motivations meant that my measurement of success was based anwalsahiat
sparked my interest at first: | wanted to be a part of my brother’s plan abqlayteo | learned
some lines, | wanted to find out how the story ended in the computer game so estthggligh
the challenges and asked for help when | felt | needed it, | liked the look of a libeKiatary
so | started reading it. How these activities ended, that we gave up thégalathat we
sometimes called our friend for ‘cheats’ or that | abandoned a boring book pahraagtt,
didn't matter because I'd already satisfied my driving desire, lfotfila sense of completion and

competence with the activity because there was no other externally drivéhag@®uldn’t be
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renegotiated or revisited. No one was telling me we’d failed in our theaulagiion or that |
didn't finish the book and was therefore somehow less accomplished as a redqdecalsetof

the game, yes, my mom discouraged quickly jumping for help but when we were truigtéaist
she encouraged us to seek out a solution to that frustration rather than pointing out arfailure
our part.

This revelation comes at no surprise to anyone familiar who read my snapsimis] |
assume, but it answers part of what | was asking in my first question: how dip#restial
traits impact my experiences. Looking through that lens of leisure stiaideelped frame my
engagement and interest in pretty much whatever | was doing most of ¢heujpporting the
more anecdotal beliefs expressed by alternative education advocates sotth B86H) and
Neill (1992), upon whose work my mother based much of our homeschooling ‘program’: that
children will learn at their own pace, in their own way, fulfilling natural @ssio learn and
grow without externalized evaluation and measurement necessary to proverelgectpetence
or capacity.

In my reflection on how competence was built in my homeschooling experiences, | went
back to the literature I'd read on play-based learning and how intrinsicaliyateat activities
result in personal growth and development. Central to the process of learning theguigh pl
Wagotsky’s (1933) concept of the ‘zone of proximal development’ in which children plag alon
the division between what they know and what they do not, pushing the limits to their
understanding by exploring its boundaries in their play. Similar to the balanbell@nge and
skill in Csikszentmihalyi's flow theory (Csikszentmihalyi, Abuhamdeh, &&aura, 2005), the
zone of proximal development is individual to each child and variable in each moment as their

attention fluctuates and their skills and knowledge expand with the self-directieel oplay
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allowing children to remain in the zone as long as they wish, expanding theiofreas
competence without crossing into the realm of anxiety brought on by overly demanding
challenges. There is research in this area that supports this theoryjngdicat imaginative and
creative play with objects and others increases a host of developmental ggacelsgling
problem-solving abilities (e.g. Hutt & Bhavnani, 1972; Lancy, 1996; Sylva et al.,.130)
building from the foundation of their existing competencies and understandingsnrilgi
space between play researchers and educators, Resnick’s (2006a) work anguie ekhow
choice and flexibility lead to competency as his play-material lab ateMplores intrinsically
motivated engagement and how it allows children to explore and discover novel appradches a
solutions. Based on the experimental work in his lab and their outreach projects, he has
developed three strategies to maximize the chances children will engageaterials in
“creative playful and learningful ways” (Resnick, 2006a, p. 198): by making it p@rson
allowing for “many paths, many styles” (p. 200), and encouraging childrer taungiar
materials in unfamiliar ways. Looking at his previous work and the findings ofthiR&snick
(2006) stresses that optimal learning, therefore, does not occur when childegninteract

with material according to a set curriculum but when they create and invent ietyasigage
in problem-solving, multi-subject-spanning projects.

To bring this thread back from that semi-tangent, then, | have found, through this
reflection; that the flexible and open nature of my experiences in homeschdlomgdame to
develop a sense of competence and comfort with learning, exploring and expagment
necessary for cognitive development.

This kind of learning did not only happen at home in our semi-academic activities.

Throughout my childhood I participated in a wide range of leisure programecdffemy
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community such as swimming and art lessons, horseback riding, science campsoasd vari
educational day programs at libraries and conservation areas. And whsfgetic content of
these programs would have offered me the opportunity to gain specific skills and/or igewled
it is the participation itself that | want to discuss here. In particulargatecussion, | see both
the structure of these programs and their existence within the broadémawldaas significant.
With my mom’s ongoing support of my wishes, the difference between my experiengrivate
at home and in the more public realm of other activities remained relatively autosas my
participation depended on my choices. It was certainly often a very diffeq@erience,
especially with regard to my relationship with the adults and the power stsittuodved, but
with the knowledge that at worst | just had to stick it out through just one day until | get hom
don’t remember ever feeling exceedingly upset or overwhelmed by thosentfer Within
these programs | was also offered the chance to make friends outside ouafahsiyall circle
of homeschooling friends, developing social skills and understanding of socialigsyct
expectations and reciprocity. Both of these factors | see as importatdpieeatal processes
which worked to support my overall growth and avoid some of the concerns of sheltered
homeschooling students mentioned above (e.g. Apple, 2013; Reich, 2002)

Interestingly enough, aside from issues of harsh discipline or disrespedividual
wants and needs, | don’'t remember being bothered by the structure in thesmgrégizome |
got to do what | wanted, | was free to determine pretty much everythiag ¢joing to do
throughout the day and at lessons and camps my time was generally structured and
predetermined by the program design and/or staff members but | don’t remeetbesenting
the structure or finding it uncomfortable in and of itself in any way. | wouldrdazguess that

the fact that the novelty of the activities and the knowledge that each programrhaed |
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timeframe worked together to increase my interest and decreaséctiog that might have
occurred between my own desires and the limitations of the program scheduteeRatie
empathy and a sense of self, based on my response to the structure were akkiitihc
developed through these public leisure activities.

While the structure itself led to specific skill development, the social $iagy 0
participation in public leisure has brought to mind another facet of leisure stindiesf leisure
as a public good, a source of developing social capital, citizenship and social camtripLgi
Arai & Pedlar, 2003; Glover, 2002; Hemingway, 1999; Johnson & McLean, 1994). I'm not
looking to engage another whole side of the literature in depth here, but felt | shoutd at lea
acknowledge the unique role my leisure activities had in this particular side agévaijppment
while being schooled at home. In participating in these activities, | woul@ #ngt | was able to
foster an entirely different set of competences and abilities, seesg)frag a capable, active
and responsible member of various communities and social designations, seeingiory gosi
citizen in those communities and recognizing the contributions required of mena8guc
expanding my social world, experiencing different social groupings | was, in this pphkre,
able to gain a sense of competency in an entirely different facet of life:

Knowledge of social role-based obligations and expectations
makes appropriate social action possible by understanding the
norms attaching to social roles. This knowledge is part of a
person’s social repertoire, enabling her/him to deal with specific
aspects of social relations. Knowledge of obligations and
expectations attending social roles increases with the degree to

which individuals are involved in social structures (Hemingway,
1999, p. 155).

Expanding beyond just the personal skills, Hemingway (1999) also points to leisure’s

capacity to foster tolerance, trust and connection, all of which he believeasasrindividual’s
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democratic social capital, contributing not only to that person’s quality dsuiféhat of the
broader society as well.

While the debates about these social good features of leisure range over ageds ra
topics and opinions, in this paper, | simply want to note that by having access s @gich
as minor soccer, day camps and community art classes |, a child from aaitgevithout a
great deal of money, was able to access a wide range of experiences anthiggsatttat would
otherwise have been unavailable to me. And while | might not have consideredithkility of
these options as such back then, as an adult and leisure scholar, | am able to see now how lucky
was and believe that along with my parents’ personal political leaningsathisecess to
recreation through municipal offerings had a not-insignificant impact on my owarnaé values
regarding the importance of access to meaningful leisure for all and oeygda member of a
community that cared for its own in at least this small way. These eglyd experiences,
therefore, offered me not only the chance for personal growth and development mnalpers
meaningful and self-directed manner, but also as a citizen and socially awgrerdnending out
another area of my education reinforced and supported by my freedom to choose, tmeletermi
my engagement and ensure that my motivation and satisfaction in said aatenti&ned high
enough to maintain interest and personal investment.

In this manner, | would therefore argue, leisure participation for homeschodideichi
in public programs, can offer a helpful opening into other social worlds, exposure to various
challenges and the opportunity to foster a sense of civic engagement which couttpbecka
by more limited or insulated life experiences as home. As we move forwkroktat my later

years as a homeschooler, | also found that these courses and programsorgegredt source of
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necessary challenge and excitement as my cognitive skills developelevairie less satisfied
with filling my time with my own purely self-directed play-based adtgit

As | got older, | was less able to create my own challenges and expdreedegree of
angst and disconnection, of boredom and insufficient challenges to further inoneasase of
competence. | was still free to follow my own interests and personal motivatibrer
whatever reason, felt somewhat stuck and unsure of how to do so. This may have just be
personal to me, the onset of early-teenage angst or hormonal mood disruption, bus teedles
say, | found passion and enjoyment in activities like drama and looking aftgsunger
cousins, new areas of expertise that matched my personal interests. Maalgspeaking, |
would posit that maintaining an unschooled homeschooling pedagogy beyond the pringry year
becomes a more complex balancing act of supplying structure and supports t@ itterdegel
of challenge experienced while still offering sufficient freedom of @htmamaintain the intrinsic
nature of the experience. Looking at my slightly later experiences,dheréfvould argue that
perhaps more structured supportive environments, ones that can further help oldem sl
autonomy and competence, could result in greater personal satisfaction (e.gt &42068;
Jang et al., 2010). Drawing on the work exploring the presence of flow in schools
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Bassi & Delle Fave, 2011; Shernoff, CsikszentmiBalyeider, &
Shernoff, 2003), | would say that my later years in homeschooling found me somewhat under
challenged, in need of more concrete projects with some structure and feedbadingemy
progress. In this way, school supported my developing intellect and ability bygunshi
outside my own comfort zones and offering direct feedback on my progress in doing so.

This is a period of my homeschooling experience that | had previously not fully

understood nor, to be honest, upon which | had spent much time reflecting. In this study, | had to
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stop and really think about that period of my life and challenge some of the aut@sptingses
| had that lack of structure and direction was the absolute best for me at alltages not to
say that | think | would have been happier in a traditional school setting, | thinkbebof
control would have been extremely uncomfortable for me at that age, givermiaatatstruggle
a few years later when | was older, more self-assured and better ahderstand my
experiences.

Looking to the examples cited in the literature above, | would argue that for olde
children, ensuring that some structure is available via projects, organizetieacand/or other
resources, would help them find appropriate levels of challenge in their dailyfiseH; i
direction and freedom of choice are still present to support other needs and titygtoabi
actually find their own personal optimal level of challenge. Be that as itlrely,found lots of
ways to fill my time and fulfill my needs, finding satisfaction in ackeatlike the quest-based
games on the computer or the ‘after-school’ drama class, but | am curious aslwdwdd have
reacted to some structure at that time. Would | have been more satisfied? Wang found it
too stifling or limiting? | won’t ever know what my experiences of differettirsgs in childhood
would have been like but | would be interested to see further research in thisphoea the
possibilities with large-scale studies looking at wider range of exmesefor a number of
different individuals. In particular, | would be interested in exploring how diffetegrees of
structure in homeschooling affect individuals’ feelings of boredom, interest, anedngeabs
well as comparing those responses to those of peers in more traditional sch@hprogr

How has the fulfillment of those early needs impacted who | am today? ksegrfor
sure how this lack of amotivational activities affected my personal growthl@velopment

because | cannot say what | would have been like if | had grown up in a more cantrollin
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environment, or how my perception of all this would have been different in that case, but it is
interesting to think about. | do think that the relationships | had growing up fosterstchatdi
perspective on my relationships with my teachers when | transitioned irgofibel
environment, however, which | will discuss below. Further individually-focused sttaly i
unstructured homeschooling programs such as ours would certainly allow us to explore the
guestion of how immersion in this type of supportive environment impact individuals in the long
run and I, for one, would love to see a longitudinal study specifically exploringribe e&
competence and engagement with challenge in children raised free from thejeasy wf
amotivational experiences normally included in North American childhood.

Looking at the early stages of my learning experiences as a whole, Iitatrdnt
important feature was the integration of learning in my life, it was parhaf Wdid at all times
rather than being something set aside for specific times or activitieg day. | was unaware of
this aspect of my life until | went to school and suddenly found my daily expesidhcded
formally, not only separated into subjects but also into free-time and controlleddarning
and non-learning. Obviously no one would argue that we learn nothing outside of school hours
but, again returning to our cultural placement of school and its structure, | bbkegaes an
underlying discourse surrounding valued knowledge and skills that identifieggdone in
school as what is necessary or important while everything else is cexsideidental and
attributed less value. This segmentation of our experiences in school is ancghef the
experience that | was interested to explore through the leisure scinglar le

In leisure studies work, there is often a focus on intense, committed and highly active
leisure when considering outcomes and benefits (e.g. Csikszentmihalyi, 1990n§t2bbi)),

mirroring the division we see in schools with value being placed on ‘productive’ imctliss
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activities as leisure pursuits as opposed to those less clearly delineapedisaredi purely for
relaxation or pleasure. While some leisure scholars have explored mordeasuoa, stressing
the importance of relaxation and valuing of intrinsic motivation in order to achieagegr
satisfaction and quality of life (e.g. Kleiber, 2000; Leckey & Mannell, 19%htsns, 2010), the
segmentation of time at school still emphasizes more serious or commgted ktivities such
as sports and art through inclusion in curriculum and dedicated time allotment.sibigahe
value of other kinds of leisure experiences, authors have noted benefits such as fireadieg ‘s
for creative and personal reflection in ‘the pause’ between other active piidaiber, 2000)
and the development of interpersonal relationships and fostering of creg@iebpins, 2010).
Personal attitudes derived from values regarding how we spend our time have afsubddo
impact how we see the importance of self-directed activity and how we see amdhedgprid
around us (Leckey & Mannell, 1999). Looking at examples in leisure literaturefdtesrwe can
see how focusing only on ‘productive’ or specific kinds of activities can limit ouabtve
experiences, stripping away the benefits we gain when allowed to relax@acearaterials
and activities in our own way, at our own pace.

Delineated classes, isolating subject divisions, external and arbitnargeparation
between activities, these factors in school structure, in the segmensingleht life, mean that
students are not only unable to follow the course of an interest or activity throungjeshia
subject areas and over time but also that clear messages are sent régaiidipgrtance of
different subjects, impacting our basic value-based conceptualization of knoydkitigeand
fields of study. Breaking down segmentation of learning time would not onlyespate for
personal reflection, creativity and personal satisfaction but also allow forflexitde

experiences and deeper engagement with the work, as seen in the literaessiaglgtay-
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based learning, by allowing for organic, personalized, open-ended and naturallgteonfas
opposed to those truncated by external scheduling or predetermined end-pointehegperi
which | will discuss in more detail in the following chapter (e.g., Mitra, 26@%nick, 2006Db).

The issue of time-segmentation in school is additionally complicated by itsitimk w
knowledge, skill, competence and development. Segregation of children’s time into ‘sehooled
time’ and ‘unschooled-time’, when coupled with the credentialist societal acoepdf school
as the setting for learning the useful and relevant skills and knowledge needezkbg aiesults
in the legitimating and validating of the body of knowledge and the skills valued and etkasur
by school (Meyer, 1977; Stevens et al., 2005). As such, the current model of the modern school
system holds control over both knowledge, through the definition and presentation of the
collectively agreed upon body of knowledge and definition of reality, and perstmoeigh the
categorization and definition of different credentials needed for differeas typpwork (Meyer,
1977).

A side effect of this categorization of knowledge and the demonstration of its aoquisiti
results in limited, linear and right/wrong oriented measurements ofitapad competence in
that it creates a much more dichotomous sense of competency based on mandd ireegich
class, resulting in a distinct perspective on being good/bad at some entiréssuaiber than
developing a more specific understanding of individual skills, talents andtiongaAside from
political issues regarding the controlling of knowledge and information, this type of
segmentation of knowledge and skills into externally determined subjectsedmashadienged on
the grounds that children learn better with a more ‘comparative understanding ofsdjeots’
(Kerr, Fujiyama, & Campano, 2002) that would allow them to connect ideas and explore a

broader scope of topics, expanding our definition of competence and capacity develépment.

191



comparative understanding and use of knowledge, as can be found in more flexible, open-ended,
learning settings such as my homeschooling experience would also be moradienefur
post-modern age where creativity, flexibility and application of knowleggeas to be so

much more important.

In this way, our conceptualization of school mirrors much of our cultural perspective on
the division between work and leisure with school being cited as preparation for work, not only
in terms of academic skills but also the social contexts of completing tasksweoodaterest
in nor in which you find any personal meaning. And yet, in my experience aslaictafrated
holistic learning happened on a daily basis resulting in no loss of development earafrea
negative outcomes later in life, not to mention the increased sense of engagemerdanad pe
fulfilment possible when all of our personal needs are met with regard to imdadtors such
as competence and self-determination.

This lack of segmentation in my early learning experiences related semsg of
competence as | saw my life in a more holistic manner, with differentteegidielineated but as
all belonging to a much broader whole. | may have been more skilled or at ease in som
activities than in others but | didn’t see my abilities as concretely dividecker learning/valid
or otherwise. | had a general idea of some skills being specifically iampdor later life, and
that schools certainly emphasized certain skills and subjects, but their ingeartany life was
not externally determined, driven or dictated. I'm struggling here, to describidférence | felt
in my engagement with the integrated and organic learning in my homeschooling edtapar
the externally focused experiences in school. The difference was one ofiteegperience, of
cohesion and relation between my activities, the sense of life itself aeaamaral experience

rather than segmented episodes. Self-determined activity and the absainsteaat or absolute
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external evaluations, pass/fail testing and subject segmentation all tpgethefore, helped

shape my general sense of competence as a homeschooled child, allowingphe ¢o @ay

and move through my learning experiences at my own pace, in my own way, respondyng to m
own curiosity.

Looking at competence in particular, | think the nature of school can both support and
restrict the development of a sense of competence. It is supported througtecoreasurement
of progress, clearly stated curricular goals and ongoing evaluation, pngsaistudent displays
competency in the subjects being evaluated. For me, school also marked a periotbpirdeve
my competencies in other areas as | became more independent, spent the ohapyrtiyne
with people other than my family and was faced with a host of ‘real life’arigdis to be dealt
with (i.e. forgotten gym clothes, anti-social peers, time managementrethis way, however,
any extended day program outside the home would have helped foster this age-appropriat
development and | don’t see our school structure as assisting in this competesgedifia
manner. Ironically enough, in contrast to fostering these life skills, how wewcirsthool and
talk about progress and development can also undermine feelings of competence. Our
sociocultural isomorphic conceptions of school rely heavily on right/wrong asstests and
earning marks. Not only can a poor mark send a clear message of incompetetheenatutre
of memorizing for a test when you have no clue what will be asked can fostang &el
incompetence. At least, it did for me.

| was a good reader who read consciously and was more than happy to thiakycritic
about what I'd read and discuss my thoughts with others (if you've met me yabfyrébow
the real trick is getting me to shut up about what I've read). And yet, becausss knew what

specific details the teacher was going to ask about in order to test whettielone the
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readings or not, | struggled with my English homework in terms of motivation, sShmd
enjoyment. Those tests, an extension of our need to measure progress salbpesificperhaps
a requirement given the amotivational state many students find themselegarsimg school
work, were not really measuring deeper literacy skills or critical th@qykhey measured my
ability to memorize facts, certainly not a new insight into much of our curritadas but an
important facet of this exploration, and more importantly, to somehow know the ectaanfa
teacher would be expecting me to know, regardless of the presence of a multitudenef t
totality of which | could not possibly retain nor express in a quiz or test.

While English also included broader expressions of learning such as writieig piap
other subjects this type of learning dominated much of our class time. Scienceiahdcence
classes relied heavily on memorization and hoping you knew the answers to the gtiestions
teachers chose to ask in the tests. The uncertainty of what would be askedadltesyo my
anxiety over studying because you couldn’t possibly memorize everything ancbtidg’'t
possibly ask you about everything and, as such, there was always an elementahtyoer
matter how hard you studied or how well you understood the basic principles of thelmateria
this way, our basic structures of evaluation, the focal point of school-based edluaeadicentred
around something in which no one can be completely competent: studying the rigralmateri
based on what the teacher happens to include on a test. Even on assignments thagésteren’t t
and didn’t require memorization | still remember being uncertain as to whisgsitieer was
looking for. Earning marks by getting the ‘right’ answer, rather than disgiasy understanding
or showing | can apply my knowledge in a meaningful way to solve a problem, meant that |
could also get it wrong, resting my competency in the activity on answer-gatimgy than more

personal understanding. This process undermined my sense of autonomy in my laanmpg,
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success/failure was reliant on external factors outside my contra¢ricgnthe learning
experience on how to achieve marks rather than what | thought about the mateniat br
could do with it on my own.

While | found several studies looking at the impact of teacher attitudes anddoetan
motivation (e.g., Jang et al., 2010; Roth, Kanat-Maymon, & Bibi, 2011), | found very little
reflection on the basic processes of our traditional school models. The sharecdtiperspdwow
teachers can support students is typified by statements such as pointing aitbtianhg,

...can be supported by teachers’ minimizing the salience of
evaluative pressure and any sense of coercion in the classroom, as
well as by maximizing students’ perceptions of having a voice and

choice in those academic activities in which they are engaged
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009, p. 139).

These studies acknowledge the impact of evaluative measures on personahexpe
but, for the most part, do not call it into the realm of potential improvements to be made. In m
school experiences, however, a dichotomy was created between passingranih faisubject
or task, a distinct difference from my early experiences in which mistaessomething to be
learned from, a part of the natural learning process to be embraced andcerqiloee than an
end product of an attempt. Evaluation itself is not a bad idea, indeed, Csikszentaniéslyi
feedback as a component of flow conducive environments (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 2G@#§), |
directly to intrinsic motivation and facilitating optimal experiences &% $sn my progress with
the subtraction questions in my homeschooling snapshot), but stresses that witifeetiteack
is helpful for the individual to understand his/her success and progress with a tesiglzed,
delayed and broad-scope evaluation does not support flow experiences in the clasgroom as
places value on future rewards and externalized praise rather than pengmyrakat and

satisfaction (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). In this way, future research involving hegvdragiples
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of our schooling system impact student lived experiences could reveal a whalecaeof
influence and room to explore alternatives.

Relating this back to my earlier discussion of school as a social institutien, @ir use
of the institution for credentialing, sorting and measuring certain abi(itig., Beattie, 2002;
Bidwell, 2001; Brown, 2001), this facet of the school experience appears rglati&ely to
change in the near future. In order to change to a more project-based mabieh multiple
answers and approaches are considered valid we would have to embrace a mdicidmore
marking system, or at the very least, one that found a way to track other, mors-pirdces,
factors such as creativity, dedication or engagement rather than spbgfitve content-based
outcomes. Not an impossible goal, but one that would require a distinct shift in our percepti
regarding some of the core practices of school, challenging its isomorghgsour cultural
beliefs regarding learning and development that have grown up around it.

Future research exploring alternative programs or projects such as §A0@3% 2005;
2010) work with minimally invasive education, especially when coupled with a focus on the
locus of student motivation, could explore possibilities for how this type of evaluation could
work in a broader public system. To that end, | suppose you would have to look at the degree of
competence and autonomy felt by students in more project-based courses in tbadfaditi
system to see if my experiences in certain classes are reflectitreess’ experiences as well. It
is possible that other elements of the institution and its program could stid shedtarr feelings
of uncertainty or incompetence, keeping students focused on more work-likeofettetis

experiences.
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In looking at my homeschooling experiences, helping to flesh out some of the processes
and my reactions to various external outcomes, we can see the subjective, fluicsandlpe
experiences discussed widely in leisure studies. Looking towards the ‘calitwoléxtrinsically
motivated side of the spectrum, in choosing to do math homework or play sports | often
participated because of a fear of missing out on something important or behingd and
running into difficulties later in life. Fear of these ‘punishments’ resuitede, at times,
modifying my desired behaviour in favour of participating, resulting in expersetnat were
less personally meaningful and enjoyable during which | felt more anxidtgraboredom (e.g.,
(Csikszentmihalyi et al., 2005; Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991; Weess Caldwell,

& Bandalos, 1992). At other times, my participation felt more autonomous and wasctated

to my own sense of identity and personal goals such as developing my own skills or being
someone who completed a certain task, fostering a deeper sense of personarbntedning.

In these instances, the freedom to determine how | engaged in these actiypeesti@hove

them closer to internal motivation; options such as choosing not to go to a game, or to do only a
few math questions, made my actual participation less controlled, alldoviageeling of

autonomy and self-direction despite the fact that my participation as a wieolaara externally
driven.

It is interesting to note that | cannot remember a single completeinalyecontrolled
activity in my homeschooling experience. There were certainly evectisas having to go with
my mom to pick up my aunt from work or waiting through a siblings’ soccer game that were
devoid of any choice or personal meaning but | cannot remember participatvedydotany

activity in which | was not in some way choosing to participate. Even sal¢atiemal’
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everyday kid stuff like having to join the family at the dinner table or complet#fispshores
were ultimately our decision, both of which we all chose not to do on different occasiboatwit
fear of reprisal or punishment. In the cases of the isolated events in viiaidmb choice but to
be a part of to some degree, for instance going to pick up my aunt because thesethas
adult at home, | had choice over how | participated (i.e. bring a book to read or play with a
sibling in the car) and | was always aware that the lack of control | reddlirectly related to
concrete situational conditions; | understood why | had no choice over the mdttioret
remember resenting them even when | was unhappy about the circumstance.

Is this a case of rose-coloured glasses? Perhaps. But thinking about how my mom
handled situations and that | have no recollection of her ever arbitrarilysexgicer power as
the adult in the situation, nor of her making absolute authority statements unelaalistic
concerns for our safety and wellbeing, makes me believe this perspective ommagyrtebe
true. | saw activities | didn’t enjoy at camp to still be somewhat ohted by my choice to be
there in the first place, and | knew that | had the freedom to not return should ¢ thctesy
home and discontinue my participation.

In ‘Small town suburbia’ and ‘Camp and swimming lessons’, | talk about following rule
regarding safety and how this felt like an automatic action to me, that it masket® listen to
safety rules but that | didn’t see it as ‘behaving’ or ‘being good’ for their ake. And, initially,
| had trouble reconciling how | felt about these rules with my cognitive uatielisg of their
degree of control over my actions: | didn’t feel constricted or represstetiyand yet they
were definitely to be followed at all times. These experiences refteinternalization of
external structures and my choice to follow the rules entered around the facirttiatstood

them to be put in place to protect me and that, therefore, they are aligned with mgajsvto
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remain safe and unharmed. My sense of relatedness to the adults in my liedlfagtespect for
their views regarding safety concerns, allowing me to integrate tisgiict®ns into my own
sense of what | should do rather than simply seeing them as things | waswetdt do. My
relative autonomy in both my life broadly speaking and in my choice to participatecificspe
activities like swimming lessons, also presumably contributed to this itiegeand sense of
ownership over these behaviours (e.g., Guay, Ratelle, & Chanal, 2008; Standage, Duda, &
Ntoumanis, 2010).

The combined lack of punishment or absolute adult control over my actions was gertainl
a significant facet of my homeschooling experience as a child. When one of us dttliagm
‘against the rules’ such as striking a sibling or being hurtful in some other wayere not
punished but engaged in a discussion regarding our actions, exploring why we did what we did
and discussing better alternatives to use in the future. On rare occasiorsavteltvwe had to
stay with an adult and not play with the other children because they were stilbupseur
actions but my memory of these instances with my siblings and myself areweand far
between. My autonomy, as | remember it, therefore, was relatively corfpletest of the day,
with any limitations or restrictions to it always associated with nakogétal consequences,
resulting in both the freedom to choose my action and the awareness that the patEaiaés
were mine to determine. In this way it was easy to determine if the gbalspecific activity
matched my own or not. In the instance where | quit the Monopoly game, | recbtirazeny
brother would be angry with me but my need to avoid his displeasure did not supersede my own
discomfort and need to move on to a new activity. Looking through this theoretical lens,
therefore, | would argue that my experience of the homeschooled leartting g@as

characterized by a high degree of freedom, choice and intrinsically motiaiteties, fostering
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a supportive and challenging environment resulting in a distinct experiencd-tieing and
growth based on the benefits to be found in activities possessing these spésific tra

Looking out from this personal experience back to the literature, as | pointed out above,
leisure scholars have argued for decades that certain traits such as foéetioine, personal
satisfaction, personal agency and, intrinsic, creativity and optimaacteiflizing ‘flow’-like
experiences all of which have been widely studied to result in various persorfaklsrmh as
identity formation, satisfaction, pleasure, development and improved quality @€Igiber,
Mannell, & Walker, 2011). In developing such a self-directed environment my mombhea
follow the paths of other alternative educators (Greenberg, 1995; Holt, 1967; Neill, 1962),
allowing us the benefits of individualized learning as well as the bepéftdf-directed
experiences in and of themselves.

As | discussed above in the literature review, Csikszentmihalyi’s ‘#tate can offer
students a deeper engagement with material and, broadly speaking, incresfseticaand
growth in their learning (e.g., Bassi & Delle Fave, 2011; Bassi, Steca Bslk, & Caprara,
2006; Kristjansson, 2013; Shernoff & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). The experiential trait
emphasized in these ‘alternative’ programs mirrored a great deal of edyrienced in my
homeschooling such as lack of significance placed on marks, student-driven projects, and
emotionally supportive, individualized programming that allows for a balandeatiénge and
skill etc., answering part of my curiosity about looking at my experiencegghrthe leisure
studies lens: freedom most definitely played a distinct role in how | expeddearning in my
‘primary’ school years.

When it came to examining my high school experiences | already knew thatiteaa

great many instances highlighted externally driven motivations, there weralsaternally
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driven experiences in my memories. What | didn’t know was what | would find whenn bega
pulling apart both types of experiences and asking myself what were {her te=seies at play in
the different incidents. My initial personal reflections on how and why | fetferengaged and
personally invested in some learning experiences in school were echasd dilectly in my
readings of leisure research and how individual perceptions of activities inmgacfeenent and
personal investment (e.g., Iso-Ahola & Mannell, 2004; Martin, 2010; Ryan & Deci, 2000;
Stebbins, 2004; Zuzanek, 2004; Barnett, 2005; Dattilo & Williams, 2012; Dupuis & Gillies,
2014; Kleiber & Linde, 2014; Weissinger, Caldwell, & Bandalos, 1992). Our abilitytegrate
externally driven experiences and experience more personal meaning irs thema inew idea to
me but being able to discuss it concretely here while trying to explain hoabtait the
differences, a true test of any understanding, was one of the outcomes for waschoping
when | undertook this work.

This sense of lack of engagement or alienation was probably the most sighdetany |
had when writing about these two learning environments. It’'s hard to explain tbhare so |
hope | conveyed some of what | felt in the snapshots, or that you were able ttorgiate and
understand what I’'m talking about based on your own experiences. In working through this
reflection portion of the work | was able to define and discuss the cause ofah&iah from a
psychological background but what was not included in that material was the emiotiosett:
the anxiety | felt over struggling with material, the lack of enjoymeictivities | probably
would have otherwise liked, and the frustration over having to complete materigy éxaavay
a teacher wanted it rather than satisfying my own curiosity. | hope myinamerk in the
previous chapter has shared some of these emotional experiences with you. Falitagveu

research that looks to explore students’ current lived experience in thesentigédtimgs,
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focusing on evocative, emotional reactions rather than more quantitative nseaguriel

expand upon this seriously neglected area of research. While deeply reflerseaal accounts
may be beyond most children’s expressive capacity, other techniques such adipitation
(having participants take personally meaningful photographs relating topilceand then

discuss their meaning with researchers) can help them tell their onasstattin research
(Glover, Stewart, & Gladdys, 2008; Truong & Mahon, 2012), as, “...by placing camehas in t
hands of people, a facilitator or researcher can gain insights into people’s iperteeges,

which were previously overlooked, rejected, or silenced. The photograph’s ndbetvaes a
participatory site for wider storytelling, community discussion, anid@c{Singhal, Harter,
Chitnis, & Sharma, 2007, p. 217).

More specifically in my own experiences, with regard to the matter ofanglyny
alienation, in classes where | felt more autonomy and choice | was mageentess anxious
over marks, and able to work with the material in a deeper, more meaningful n@maevould
expect this kind of reaction in subjects | enjoyed more intrinsically apyiae. photography and
English) but as seen in the upper year math class (when the teacher askedlmento re
guestions, supporting my needs more directly and making me feel more competeihig,tact t
lab class (where my partner and | were given the autonomy to solve diffesbleps as
creatively as we chose), those subjects were not topics in which | wasgllrgderested and
yet | found myself more relaxed and interested in the work. My broader expsrigneg align
closely with the leisure literature exploring the benefits of leisieettaits such as freedom of
choice, and intrinsically motivated activities (e.g., Iso-Ahola & Man2el04; Martin, 2010;
Ryan & Deci, 2000; Stebbins, 2004; Zuzanek, 2004; Barnett, 2005; Dattilo & Williams, 2012;

Dupuis & Gillies, 2014; Kleiber & Linde, 2014; Weissinger, Caldwell, & Bandal892)
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Stepping back to look at how environmental factors such as teachers can influence
student’s motivations, some research has found that when combined with autonomy supportive
behaviours, the degree of positive structure teachers offered could support more intrinsi
motivation, higher levels of engagement and better outcomes from their studegtst(al.,

2010). Separating support from control as a feature of the learning environmemt|ticed
clear-cut goals, organized activities framed in a broader context, gfuadence, constructive
feedback that informed competence, and work relevant to the students, this study foumsl that t
type of structure improved students’ experiences in the classroom. In my reajnvghat this
study found was that certain structures supported students’ needs for freedom,nchemaa
support, allowing them to be more personally engaged in the material and achieve a deepe
involvement with their material. In terms of fostering more leisure-légistin our schools, |

think the impact of teachers’ approaches is a key factor that warrants exgheration in future
research.

Running counter to the lack of structure in my homeschooling environment, this kind of
positive structure and external guidance is something I've now come teereatilued in my
high school experiences. Structure like this pushed me to work outside the bounds aaimy init
understanding and comfort zone without causing undo stress or worry over manks. Afte
reflecting on it, this finding sounded intuitive to me but of particular interest wasetuefor
clear goals and organized activity, an extension of the lack of which is whdiskossing in
terms of much of our coursework. No matter how clear a teacher was, in sssesd|found
there was usually still a degree of subjectivity and/or uncertainty regandiat s/he would
ask/look for in marked components of traditional schoolwork. This meant there wadiaasigni

part of my learning activities in which | could only feel so competent or able tmtont
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traditional marking schemes and approaches to measuring learning, keepouysee on
extrinsic, work-like features such as long-term impacts, rewards/pumsiame the impact of
my marks on my projected success in life.

The traditional school model of right/wrong answers and evaluation not only carefoster
sense of incompetence and uncertainty but also severely limits the freedonhishiravgtudent
may engage the material being studied, as | mentioned earlier. Instdotoar exploratory
learning at home, at school | was required to follow a specifically dectaiurse of learning,
dominated by linear rather than flexible and creative progress. This lagkoobany in how |
engaged with the material affected my experiences in many waysy,ctedanivhen looking at
the experience of learning in this type of setting, the biggest impacwdsla marked sense of
alienation from the daily activities | had to complete. This alienation aladli@ent from
activities is found in controlled environments/experiences (e.g., Gottfried 2085; Guay et
al., 2008; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Reeve & Jang, 2006), emphasizing the relationship between
extrinsically driven activities and decreased creativity, happiness, tisfdc#on, higher
responses of negative affect and generally less productive output.

One way to deal with the negative impact of this lack of control is to address the matt
of our overall goals in school. Intrinsic goals such as those that “argisatisf their own right
and... provide direct satisfaction of basic psychological needs” (Vansteenlkaste2€06, p.

23), as opposed to those that are motivated by other external factors such asaegvprdse
or future benefits such as increased income or prestigious careers, carsigavfecant impact
on our experiences. As with intrinsically motivated activities themseivemsic goals have

been found to be related with increased well-being, satisfaction, and engagehiengxternal

goals result in the exact opposite (e.g., Cohen, 2008; Piko & Keresztes, 2006; SelsgeSta
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& Vansteenkiste, 2009; Seghers, Vissers, Rutten, Decroos, & Boen, 2014; Vanstestradist
2006). With a cultural emphasis on the importance of grades and degrees as oppogedgo lea
and personal development, these external goals loom large in our school expebiengmg us
back to the influence of how we achieve marks and the degree of control we have over our
success in this area.

Within the structures of high school | exercised as much choice as | couddilpalst in
selecting courses based on who was teaching specific classes andltsgag ot required
simply because they interested me. In taking control of which courses | took réalize, |
found relief from the pressure of the inherent institutional control and was abledaryudaily
experiences around enjoyable situations. That sense of ownership and desire foelatgrm
own course of study was, as noted in the snapshot describing my interactions wgitldamce
counsellor, something seen as strange to most of my friends, as was th&in teacte.

In the case of taking extra English credits in my final two yearssittwaled to be
studying material | was interested in and gave no thought to the fact thagdkte wrouldn’t
count. Looking back at those classes, | remember being distinctly involved iotkethvowing
myself into the more challenging material of the OAC level classes bsitimg the independent
study portion of each class. While | sought out this type of choice and followéeantyoff the
regular path of diploma requirements, it was not something encouraged by toé&onstit
system. But what if it was?

What if we approached schooling the way we approach selecting leisurgesstivi
looking at our strengths and what we enjoy? Some core material and requiredvekilpoent
aside, what if in high school we made a point of encouraging students to follow tiseanpas

and pursue their abilities in a more flexible, involved, and direct manner insteaolcatialy
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choice to a single elective credit each year? Could we ensure thatiltreswelop and grow
intellectually while meeting personal needs for autonomy, choice and perssarahg? Could
we thereby increase student enjoyment and personal benefit (e.g., Iso-Aldalangll, 2004,
Martin, 2010; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Stebbins, 2004; Zuzanek, 2004) within the structural
limitations of school? | think that this type of approach could not only result in morgezhga
students but in fostering value for their own experiences, bringing the sociatditision
between work and leisure closer, resulting in a host of other benefits as seeeisutiee
literature cited throughout this paper. To Csikszentmihalyi and Kleibe;1'9%hen school is
active and involving, and thereby flow-producing, it is doing its job-maximizirnigrem’s
investment of attention in skills that will be important to their futures and tcothenanity” (p.
98).

This is not to say that | see this as a ‘magic bullet’ solution that won’t pas&nts
problems. Leisure time and activities often associated with leisure caetategirto less
desirable, anti-social and/or harmful behaviour in teens (e.g., Cullen, 2011; GlovenV2(03;
et al., 2014; Wegner, 2011) but building from the leisure studies literature thaiph@aeex
leisure education and promotion of healthy and personally meaningful leisuraphysui
supporting self determination and autonomy (e.g., Barnett, 2005; Dattilo &M&lli2012;
Dupuis & Gillies, 2014; Kleiber & Linde, 2014; Weissinger, Caldwell, & Bandal892) |
believe that programs based on personally meaningful and individually interasiiectgcould
be able to increase student motivation and engagement while avoiding some of the negative
outcomes and aspects of adolescent leisure experiences. This approactuaiigyhatp support

teens in their leisure as well as their schooling as it would support valuesafgexttachment
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and investment in activity while working against acceptance of boredom or latkrefsting

challenges in their lives.

In my early education, my mom’s focus on what | wanted and trust in my dbilityake
choices that supported my own learning fostered a social atmosphere in whichnipiloywown
interests was not only allowed but supported and valued in our relationship; in this way a
positive alignment was maintained between my own needs and the expectations afdhod
me, resulting in no need to choose between the two. The deep connection between her
pedagogical stance and an enduring trust in our ability to learn and develop sithotutre or
external motivations is something | had not put a great deal of thought into untihgvorkihis
project. It seems obvious now but at the time | had not thought about the issue of trust and
relationships in and of themselves.

Building from her readings of Neill (1962; 1970) and Holt (1967; 1970) and similar
authors, she believed in our ability to learn and the natural process of development in
unstructured environments and, as such, I trusted in my freedom to chose my abtsg@®n
what | wanted to do, trusted in my own development centering around intrinsic driveshathe
externalized expectations and evaluation. In this way, not only did she allow for autonloeny
lack of exercised control over my daily activities but also actively suppdrgdshoring up my
confidence in the value and importance of following my own internal directions.riibis t
therefore, gave me the freedom to embrace the autonomy that was availabley in myself
because of the trust she placed in my abilities. My insights into this facst @tperiences

came after writing the snapshot about getting stuck in the tree. That wag thatqust flowed
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out of me one day when | sat down to write. When it was finished | looked at it and thbaght ‘t
doesn't have really anything to do with learning and school or structure éind’seit it still
felt significant and, after reflecting upon it and discussing it with my sugm@rdiwas surprised
to see its significance so clearly as reflecting so much of my childh@adiexce. Just as she
trusted me to be able to climb down from a tree in which | had climbed up, my mom trusted in
my ability to learn and was there to support my progress when | needed it but leaviogny
own devices be it working through a math book on my own, choosing what book to read, or for
that matter choosing to spend the entire day playing Nintendo.

Our relationship as it relates to our learning and learning experiencefrhenas built
on this fundamental trust, a trust | now see was lacking in most of my expeliescasol, or
at least was lacking in the basic structural form of most classes (i.ecezhfaomework, spoon-
fed, linear progression through curriculum, controlled attendance/paitcipatspecific
learning experiences). This type of adult-child relationship, | now saemdsimental in most
alternative programs that offer children more self-determination and contraheieown
learning (e.g., Mitra, 2010; Shernoff & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009), necessattydf@cquisition of
control to the student but also a reflection of the broader pedagogical perspettieguires
teachers to lessen their involvement, to become facilitators and supportershaatidirectors
and instructors or, in worst cases, enforcers. Personal, internally drivemdecmuires flexible
relationships that allow for student exploration but they still must maintaity saféne
environment. My mom’s trust in our capacity to learn was reflected in herhaisvé would
follow rules regarding safety and our actions towards others, and how we wereéxpec
respect others and behave in such a way that it did not interfere with their oslonirde this

way, our relationship maintained an ongoing balance of personal-internaty @ctions
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coupled with discussion and reflection on how those actions may impact those around us. Her
handling of fights or arguments, therefore, centred around discussion and mutuabhoddegst
rather than power and control, allowing us further autonomy and sense of empowerment,
contributing to the necessary sense of true freedom and capacity requirdddoestd

learning.

This deeply seated faith in our natural inclination and ability to learn wasasaey
component in our homeschooling life, one which | didn’t understand until | was able toeeixplor
in contrast to my experiences in high school. Comparing that trusting and suppcatieasaip
to my relationships with my teachers | was able to see the deeper pedaddtgrences and, in
turn, gain further insight into how the structures and form of school impacted mgnehapis
there.

In high school, alienation as a consequence of conflict between personal andlexte
needs not only impacted my experience of coursework (as discussed above) but also my
relationships with those around me. | entered school somehow assuming that iorysrejzt
with my teachers would not be all that different from the relationships | hacbgedelvith other
adults in my life, indeed with no other experience | could not conceive of any other kind. |
understood that they would be enforcing a very different type of structure and wasvare! of
stereotypical relationships as portrayed in media and how my schooled friends talthalout
teachers, but the fundamental differences in how we were expected to retatie toher were
not something | could have prepared for, given my limited exposure to those kind of power
dynamics in my childhood.

| was not prepared for the conflicting interests of the typical studacwe relationship,

as witnessed in my reaction to my science teacher’s handling of the wagleqpest and our
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subsequent conversation. | was not able to understand the somewhat antagotistishipla
that | now see as one fundamentally grounded in the conflict between needs imhinent
traditional school program: teachers are responsible for ensuringuti@nhtst complete work in
which the students are neither personally invested nor intrinsically motivédtiscconflict
restricts student autonomy, as | have discussed above, but also impacts ondiiyaliacing
students in a state of constant conflict between their own needs and those ofdhersiehe
force of their need to feel connected to- and in tune with- those around them in dirkct conf
with their need to seek out personally meaningful, interesting and challenginty.ac

It was in the classes of teachers with whom | felt a distinct alignmdritféiaithe most
engaged and interested in my work. In the tech lab where our desire to exploeggtialm
ourselves and play with what we were learning was exactly what weswgpesed to be doing |
found myself much more interested in things like pneumatics and gear ratioetiemiould
have expected. In the history class where | knew the teacher would enjoylausiastic, if
somewhat off topic, presentation | put in more time on assignments than whsrstgessary.
My engagement with the assignments in my grade ten English classuehsmore involved
knowing that my teacher was interested in hearing what | thought, not just previdgrstood
the material. This type of relationship experience is one part of my high scheal teat | was
particularly interested in exploring in this work: | know autonomy-supportive dfidisected
assignments were more fun but what else impacted my engagement and expétearoéng in
school? And while relationships obviously impact experience, by exploring teisokihose
relationships, how my desire to feel related and connected to the adults aroungactednmy

learning experiences, | have gained a new insight into the broader isplas a
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Prior to this reflection | would have said that the teachers | liked, and in wiasse<ll
felt the most involved in my studies, were the respectful ones who were friendly andiseppor
rather than controlling but there my understanding stopped. Looking through the stislies
lens, however, | have been able to unpack those experiences further, understanding that thei
expectations, demands and perspective on their own roles shaped my motivation and
engagement. To put it bluntly, when my teachers valued my experiences ardirtrystiility to
explore the material | was free to do so, resulting in self-directed lgagntmanced by a higher
degree of integrated and/or internal motivation, tapping into that wonderful human capacity
outlined in literature such as that exploring flow theory. When they focused on mstikg) tey
completion of work and answer-giving, | was forced to choose between my own needs and
theirs, resulting in learning experiences characterized by abenatress and anxiety/boredom
depending on the specific situation.

There were also teachers in the middle of this spectrum, my relationshipshaith ive
never quite been able to categorize, teachers who were nice or friendlyt ddédtipé feel as
excited to work with. Placing this framework over my experiences, | cammaeehile many of
them maintained positive social relationship with their students, their apprdaatasswork
remained controlling and externalized, resulting in a deeper conflict neldteonship. On the
other side of that coin, however, there were also teachers with whom | nevgrdedpaal
connection and yet remained engaged in their classes due to more expansiveqorojects
opportunities to be creative. | wish there was room in this project for me to show geu the
relationships in narrative form but | trust that you will be able to relatee®etdescriptions and

reflect on your own experiences with teachers using this framework as well
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At the centre of these relationship, | believe lies the issue that | wasistettto act in
my own best interest, nor to manage my own progress, as seen in the snapshot of my science
class (the teacher’s assumption that we were wasting class timeathitroom trips), my grade
nine English teacher’s need to test whether we’d read the material or not, ancetieatdiff
perspectives of the two teachers on allowing students to work outside the clagbeoteméle
teacher’s perspective being far and away the more common reaction fronjahigyramy
teachers). In sharp contrast to my mom’s trust in our abilities and desu&s slddenly faced
with teachers who assumed | wouldn’t want to learn or, at best, that they had to eryforce m
engagement with the material. In many cases they weren’t wrongvanddn’t have completed
a worksheet or memorized a collection of random facts without the threat of a lcamamgbut
this approach took away my personal responsibility and sense of internal direttioagsird to
these subjects. The pedagogical difference in these perspectivesiressfiecific differences in
my daily life, as seen in the snapshots, but also impacted me in a deeper manner by
supporting/undermining my locus of motivation.

When | first wrote the snapshot discussing my choice not to sta@hf@anadaand the
teacher’s haranguing of the student in the hallway | seriously debateththasion in this
paper. Aside from feeling incredibly vulnerable and uncomfortable with sharisg tive
experiences in particular, | wasn't sure where they fit in the broadettinarand yet, at the
same time, they felt like part of this story. And, lo and behold, talking about autonomy and
relatedness here, | can see their place. Making choices about courses anchdbingpuld to
determine my daily experiences was one way of controlling my life in a systefich | had
very little actual power. While this teacher may have reacted quitgbtrtona relatively anti-

social behaviour on the part of the student, | wouldn’t say it was that surprising or unusual.
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Incidents of negative teacher-student interactions, falling somewheredreiy science
teacher’s response to the washroom request and the teacher’s respondedenheshe
hallway, happened on a regular basis at school. In this current paper | am gdabgmdertake
an extensive exploration of power dynamics in schools but am going to discuss itantthe c
of leisure studies and how | see this ongoing power imbalance impactingxiaggences. In
the school environment in which | was required to engage in externally motivatetieador a
large portion of my day, my relationship with those in power, those who would determine not
only my daily experiences but had a degree of ultimate control over the outcomes of my
schoolings and my subsequent ability to attend university etc., are significantiegtiee to
which they impacted the degree of external motivations. The threat of abuse of pogieg ha
over my head presented a distinct constraint to my freedom, limiting my autonomy and
presenting a clear possible consequence for failure to adhere to spentfardsa In this way,
relationships with teachers characterized by mistrust and/or abuse of pcavétina¢ my
freedom of choice and sense of self-determination was not only limitedulojusél factors but
also by fear of reprisal and distress. When considered from the perspedttigeref studies,
these relationships and the nature of the oligarchical school structure teeddbem/allowed
for them, represent a distinct degree of external motivation and constrainfnedah df
punishment/discipline adding to the pressures of obtaining rewards, impeding paticipal
performance (e.g., Albrecht, 2009; Claringbould, Knoppers, & Jacobs, 2014).

In leisure studies work we discuss constraints and barriers to leisure, thataran
influence how individuals perceive experiences and how those perceptions can impduet how t
individual feels about them (e.g., Crawford, Jackson & Godbey, 1991; Jackson, 1991). By

focusing our learning on external expectations and limitations, these teatioedemonstrated
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more controlling relationships with students sent a clear message thaidesas something
external to us, something for which they had to remain responsible, rather than leftihmaus
our own paths. In fostering these kinds of relationships, these teachers theesfagned a
focus on external goals, eliminating the benefits of more intrinsic or flonekkeriences (as
discussed above), shifting the pedagogical focus to what must be learnedevednather than
what can be explored or discovered.

My curiosity about overlapping leisure literature with my own experiemceshool was
first sparked when we discussed motivation in my leisure studies classesglabkiork that
explored how behaviours changed when rewards were introduced (e.g., DeCharms, ¥¥&8; Gre
& Lepper, 1974; Lepper & Greene, 1975; Lepper, Greene, & Nisbett, 1973). tluiteli&e this
speaks to how external forces can change and shape our experiences, addingumtrgsaof
researchers working with children in more flexible learning progthatsself-directed,
intrinsically motivated work leads to deeper understanding, more creaindtg higher level of
engagement with the work (Brussoni, Olsen, Pike, & Sleet, 2012; Gray, 2011; Resnick, 2006b).

Clearly, teaching is a difficult job and trying to maintain order in a situatiwich
naturally pits students against teachers to some degree, through its foricgohtiart and
externalized locus of causality, only makes that job even harder. Societahgbeirsstitutional,
and professional matters have been found to increase teachers’ controlling lrshawioe
classroom, impacting students’ autonomy and, thereby, their degree of eegagsroontrolling
behaviours run counter to those that support autonomy (Reeve, 2009; Reeve & Jang, 2006).
Discussing autonomy supportive behaviour in the classroom, Reeve et al. (2006) describe
teachers helping their students, “develop a sense of congruence betwesgagk®om

behaviour [sic] and their inner motivational resources (i.e., psychological neetsstste
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preferences, goals, strivings, and values)” (p. 210), as opposed to controlling behakiolrs
force students to work within a teacher-centric agenda focusing on extewsials, externally
driven student behaviours and specific expectations regarding what studentsidhie&l a
Exploring alternatives based on a wide range of studies, Reeve (2009) argaesothaty
supportive environments not only increase student enjoyment but also result in happiereand m
satisfied teachers. In this way, fostering experiences rich in autooboige, self-directed and
intrinsically motivated activities teachers could offer students altiemways to engage with
material and, hopefully, include the benefits of optimal experiences (as |lheagyadiscussed
above) within their classroom experiences.

Stepping back out to look at the cultural connections of this side of my learning
experiences, | keep coming back to cultural stereotypes of teachemsamatosdivide between
controlling and/or bored/uninspired (a 14 Mrs. KrabbapplEhaSimpsonsor Principal Krupp
in theCaptain Underpantbooks) to life-affirming outside-the-box-thinking (seen in any number
of Hollywood movies spanning the past several decades includ#agl Poets Society, Freedom
Writers,and To Sir With Loveand held up in parody in the television shCemmunity.
According to my perspective on the matter, we see the celebrated and lestogrses those
who support their students as individuals, ignore certain institutional limitatnehfoster
classroom environments that meet specific needs rather than focus on austamdards and
expectations. And yet, this is not how we see schools, or what we stress as gwn@imary
components of learning, as witnessed by the value placed on marks, credentidlisalitional
school achievement.

| think this gap between two value sets in our social context of school highlights the

conflict at root in the institution itself, namely that we know we all need freedahself-
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exploration in our learning and yet are still firmly rooted in the long-standingcsdiuiral
limitations of the institutionalization of learning. Perhaps | am oversiyipdj this complicated
matter but this conflict is something that feels very present to me in henahskthink about
school and my own experiences across all learning settings. On one harkchoweledge the
importance of play and project-based learning emphasizing creative thinkiggtaomthe other
have trouble letting go of old beliefs surrounding the role school plays in our stbistis not
to say that I think this is a static and irresolvable problem. I think our schoehsykaive
evolved over time and know that many curricula support more independent work and seek to
include creative personally meaningful work as best they can. At the heaatlohdwever, |
believe, still lies a social need for sorting, labelling and marking thatevitinue to create a
conflict between teachers and their students as long as it rests on prax@igically
motivated activities.

| am very curious to explore this area further and wonder what we would find gked a
students and teachers to sit down and discuss their relationships within the friamewor
focusing on student experiences as subjective, contextualized and solaky. iResearch
grounded in the ideas of collective activism and praxis, such as particigantrasearch (PAR)
(Wicks, Reason, & Bradbury, 2007), could involve interventions to help negotiate this
relationship while other forms of qualitative research could explore the livedexges of

those involved to broaden our understanding of others’ experiences.

- #$% %,

The most interesting thing, to me, after all of that reflection, was thirdbogt the
nature of school structure and how the impact its form and function, based on societal needs,

goals and expectations for the institution, even looking at just these threeliadet® my
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everyday experiences. Prior to starting this reflection | had not expedtsel the impact of all

this so deeply, to see through my memories not only in my school experiences but in my

homeschooling, as | got older and understood our ‘otherness’ more and more, the way school

shapes not only what we learn but how we learn and how we engage with the world ag learni

beings, and how it shapes so much of our lives. Again, | find myself struggling to conveyt not jus

the cognitive break down of the specific details but the depth of this impact in nmieexgs,

how it determined not just the superficial details but the deeper values, beliefsthad t

embedded in my life and, perhaps most importantly, how it felt to live the experietiae of

impact; looking at the contrast between my experiences in these two séitagsen able to

explore this discursive impact more deeply, seeing how the existence of scaculcial

institution influences and shapes so many different facets of our lives whilealsg the truth

of it, exploring how it was lived. And therein lies the beauty of this autoethnograpbispro

and its challenge, to be able to hold both, the lived experience and a cognitive explufréfi

at the same time, feeling and thinking, with both lenses focused on the subject at hand.
When looked at more broadly, however, in the sociocultural context, | can’t help but

come back to how our isomorphic school model impacts our conceptualization of learning on

several levels. Our schools operate within a society that continues to enabssgport them,

as evidenced by the ongoing maintenance of these traditional programs andhaak of

widespread rejection, as the best option when it comes to preparing children tloo@diLdn

endorsement that thereby shapes how we think and talk about learning. Other leayngogoma

elsewhere in a student’s life but if our social constructions tell us that schadisue the

important things we need to know for adult life, they therefore are respormilhe flearning

that really counts.

217



The externalized motivations and hierarchical power structures of tradipimgbms
validate certain knowledges and skills within a specific age-relatetalar expectation,
concretizing and reifying learning within the school model (Meyer, 1977; Stevahs2005).
This type of classification and designation of socially valued learning ouscaaimdorces a very
specific learning style and experience (i.e. externally driven, rightigvdichotomy based on
teachers’ perspective) within our social discourse. This model, being lasgetyally driven,
also alienates the student from their own learning experiences, disentfegimfrom personally
meaningful or significant exploration and self-actualization (e.g., Csiks#aaiym 2014; Guay
et al., 2008; Vansteenkiste et al., 2004), creating a cultural value for ‘schoahdgéhat relies
on specific knowledge use and presentation, a relatively limited definition of thicsigt
learning activities (those measured and remarked upon in evaluation proceskdsgignated
situations in which this learning occurs.

In contrast, supporting development through creative, project based learningiand sel
directed discovery, internally directed programs can allow students tcatgelgeir learning
activities into their personal meaning-frameworks, not only reaping thditsesfantrinsically
motivated activity but also basing their perspective on learning in and ofassalpartial-
socioculturally defined phenomena on this type of experience, rather than orotertzasd by
external control. In the several papers discussing his ‘Schole Projetking/returns to the
value of what he and Bond (Watkins & Bond, 2007) call a ‘more complex’ understanding of
leisure, referring to definitions that show increased internalizationsafreethrough more
diversity in relational dimensions, increased flexibility of the definitibm,ibtegration of leisure
in all aspects of life and more generalized inclusivity in the definiti@lif.its his other papers,

Watkins goes on to argue that those with more complex understandings of leisure as a
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experiential state of mind have greater capacity to experience rgkdm@isure in various
settings and activities throughout their lives (Watkins, 2008; 2013; 2010; Watkins & Bond,
2007). If we were to take this perspective on leisure as a type of experience gnttappl
learning in this discussion, framing the learning experience as a staiieebfn which students
can explore and engage with the world around them in various contexts and activitlests
with more internally driven understandings of the state, value, and experideaenaig would
be able to engage in learning in broader contexts throughout the scope of their lsv&god loif
more open-ended and flexible student-driven learning, as discussed in my literaitemne
above, has been put forward as a beneficial alternative by numerous scholarsluc#hier®
field (Brown, 1997; Davies & Guppy, 2006; Dorn, 1998; Hall & Dennis, 1969; Shernoff &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). What | think is salient in this work is the intersectitrediroad
social perspective of leisure studies and this smaller-scale focusrohggautcomes.

Further exploration of these, and other related factors and experiences, in kearelre
would, without a doubt, reveal other insight regarding how they play out in learning
environments but for now, | will leave you to let this material sink in, to inteffpi@mpare it to

your own experiences and make of it what you will.
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And here we are, the final leg of this journey. Thank you for sticking with amg dahe
way, | hope it's been an interesting read for you and that you've come to younawgits
regarding all this overlapping of leisure and work and school and learning anttegeelt’'s
time now, however, for me to leave you with my parting thoughts on all this, turningrfysom
personal experiences and expanding on the sociocultural issues I've touched on abogat pulli
all together at last.

In looking to my first research question, that of sharing the experiences thesnse
hope that my narrative snapshots have achieved this goal in some small y@y, fois my
hope that in reading this you were able to ‘walk a mile’ in my shoes and slihoseé
experiences in a meaningful, evocative way. Your experience of doing so, andfigxtion
upon that experience, make up the other half of this work and I trust that you’ve useddhat spa
to ask your own questions and engage in a dialogue with either my work, your ownreqserie
and/or related material, and thereby explore this subject matter on your own.

The second research question is a little more complex with regard to wragpgsup
and discussing the impact this work has had on my understanding. All in all, | haveocome t
understand these experiences as a wonderful spectrum of shades of grey, as opposexnteéo the
black and white perspective | had at the outset of this project. The liminasdpeteeen ‘types’
of experiences, the fluid shifting of experiences and the various influenceswifi@éctors had
on my experiences have all furthered my perception of the complexity of lipediexce.

Within these grey areas | found many exceptions to previous assumptions and was

excited to explore these shifts in my understanding, seeing how differersfpayed out and

8 Lennon-McCartney (1969). The End. @hby RoadMp3]. London, England: Apple Music.
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impacted my experiences in different ways. Exploring the three commondaaiipetence,
freedom and relationships, | was able to flesh out my memories and help understang not onl
what happened but how and why my experiences occurred as they did, granting megtgw insi
into these matters. With that insight | have expanded my understanding of tbe'leikure-
like’ traits in learning environments and how structure can support or hinder ieshigarning
depending on the nature of those traits in the experience and | hope that you have too.

In the previous chapter | spoke about the positive aspects of structure and chiallenge
learning environments and explored the negative impact of controlling, extedhdhctors on
an individual experiential basis. Stepping back to another perspective, | would like your
attention to the current work-life climate in the developed world, contextualizis@roject
within the adult-world for which our current schools are meant to be preparingttaents.
Broadly speaking, a shift from being a largely production-oriented to knowledge- and
technology-based economic society has been discussed throughout the liteeatunengxplay;,
the sociology of education, and work. Rojek (2004) describes how the modern work-world has
continued to evolve with the globalization and decentralization of economic markétisges
significant destabilizing changes such as: the disappearance ohlife#hreers and increase in
prevalence of shorter-term contract work; an increase in the service- ani@&gesector but
decrease in specific skill-based job market; a shrinking need and emphasis onrdhsaria
ethic but increased call for flexibility, innovation and creative application 8§ skooking
ahead, Rojek (2004) describes vastly different employment situations in whicladuadsvi
cannot count on stable careers and must depend on their own flexibility, creatittyea
application of skills in various areas to maintain their livelihood. Largely exy&ath Rojek’s

(2004) position describing short-term, service- and knowledge-based, contraotidde fivork
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settings, many education scholars stress that new work patterns wileregw approaches to
education in order to effectively prepare for the post-mddeank world (e.g., Guile, 2003;
McDonald & Hursh, 2006; Morissette, Ostrovsky, & Picot, 2003; Resnick, 2006a; Schlechty,
1990).

Describing a change from the traditional, industrialesque, model of entydétese
authors have for decades stressed that the post-modern era will require thei@snot
merely pass on information and specialized skills to students but that foster ancgacbar
creativity, flexibility, independence and application of information the kadge-based society
needs to thrive (e.g., Bell, 1973; Guile, 2003; McDowell, Sanchez, & Jones, 2000; National
research council, 2000; Resnick, 2006a; Robinson, 2001; Schlechty, 1990). McDonald and Hursh
(2006) summarize much of the arguments in this area with their distinction bétveg@ng’
and ‘education’, “training is preparation for what is known, education prepareswisdbwe
don’t know yet” (p. 13). Thus, facing a work-world driven by innovation, change and
development, surely education, and not training, would be the ideal goal for our schools but
would require the adoption of radically different programs.

Integrative programs that foster internally driven experiences twyialy for more
freedom of choice and self-directed approaches to problem solving coupled witm@&cade
challenges have been suggested by many scholars as potential altetodtaditonal
programs (Mitra et al., 2005; Resnick, 2006a; Robinson, 2001; Shernoff & Csikszentmihalyi,
2009). Discussing the need for both academic intensity (challenge appropnmatizitiual skill)
and positive emotional response (positive affect, intrinsic motivation and personahiengs

Shernoff and Csikszentmihalyi (2009) discuss several different ‘alteehptograms that focus

9 Post-modern in this context referring to the current era, one sedmanologically following the modern industrialized era, and not ttstespological/ontological perspective

of postmodernism.
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on flow-like experiences to maintain optimal student experiences. Thesecdnducive’
programs offered varying combinations of distinct challenges and academicwigile still
including autonomy, creativity, student directed activities and lack of letdeg/traditional
marking schemes, aligning with much of what | discussed above regarding my owreposit
learning experiences.

Robinson (2001; 2009) has recently become a popular figure after advocating $or year
for increased creativity, flexibility and open-ended, multidimensional, gioje all subjects,
arguing that creativity and knowledge use is much more important today than krewledg
acquisition and traditional testing. Looking at similar learning proceb&igra has spent over a
decade exploring how children learn with minimal supports, to what capacitgahexplore
material on their own, or with their peers, and how meaningful self-directed vithik specific
projects can result in distinct learning and growth, finding that childrereean, land learn well,
with less direction and more internally driven exploration (e.g., Mitra, 2003, 201@; &di&l.,
2005; Mitra & Rana, 2001).

The collected results of Mitra’s body of work thus point to the fact that independent
learning and working with peers in supportive environments allows children to appeaading
from an individualized perspective, developing thinking skills, ability to utiéseurces and
motivation to learn. In discussing how to utilize this type of work in school programs, Mit
(2010) points to the acceptance of a multiplicity of answers, open-ended exploratideridlma
a lack of competition or specific correct-answers-equal-good-marks goaliend an absence
of lectures. Trusting children’s capacity to learn and natural desirenativation to do so, when

discussing the role of teachers in this kind of model Mitra describes one ofrigspiri
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challenging students, rather than delivering content for their passive cormuyfiphis is a
method where the teacher's role is not to provide content, but to provide the questions” (p. 13).

Bridging the space between play researchers and educators, Resnick (30@&apre
the findings of his play-material lab at MIT and emphasizes that intrinsicallivated
engagement is what allows children to explore and discover novel approaches and solutions
Based on the experimental work in his lab and their outreach projects, he has devesgped thr
strategies to maximize the chances children will engage their alateri‘creative playful and
learningful ways” (Resnick, 2006a, p. 198): by making it personal, allowing for “madhg, pa
many styles” (p. 200), and encouraging children to use familiar materialsamiiaf ways.
Looking at his previous work and the findings of his lab, Resnick (2006) stresses that optima
learning, therefore, does not occur when children merely interact withiahat=rording to a set
curriculum but when they create and invent and actively engage in problem-soiviltig
subject-spanning projects.

What these proposals all have in common, from my perspective, is that they are
emphasizing the importance of the experience of learning, not just the outcomesjate or
long term. By taking a page from leisure studies and focusing on the broadesxperiences,
and how we can try to foster different kinds of experiences, | believe thatulekiocorporate
much more creativity, flexibility and critical thinking into our school programlsijling
individual needs and better preparing our students for their adult lives inStoe@ry.

With regard to the limitations of my research and directions for possible &itudg
therefore, | would love to see work in this area studying the experienaedehst and
teachers/facilitators in different settings, asking them to explonedvei experiences and share

them to gain yet another perspective on these issues. Exploring the liveéreogmeof student-

224



teacher relationships, alternative program participants and a varietylwditesa methods or
approaches to measuring progress could offer us valuable insight into how theeatddienrs
play out in the daily lives of those involved.

Research including children’s voices, including them in the research pm@ess
meaningful way, would also allow us an entirely different method of engaging theegeexes,
not only giving us greater insight but also empowering those children in the prosksse their
experiences and see them as valid and worthy of study. Along that vein | wouldaalgdale
to see students and teachers working together in research to explore te€irespariences and
how perspectives may or may not differ depending on the roles of the individuals involved. As
mentioned above, using photo elicitation (e.g., Glover, 2002; Truong & Mahon, 2012) and/or
participant action research methods we could explore experiences in leartinys s&th a
focus on collaborative development and improvement rooted in the experiences and wishes of
those directly involved (Wicks, Reason, & Bradbury, 2007).

In reflecting on the potential impact for this work and how | see it branchingtout i
other areas of work, | have enjoyed contextualizing it and thinking beyond the cuajent fo
the broader intellectual and sociocultural frameworks it exists within. Andisimay, | have
achieved my personal goal for this work: exploring my experiences to understgast ndiat
happened in my life but to use them as examples to gain access to broader satdiocultur
understanding. Being able to contrast not just the structured and unstructurechegpdig
also to explore the impact of having experienced both, and the transition between fireu 2of
broader counter-narrative that has, | believe, given us a distinct vantage quointHich to view
this subject matter. What you will do with this perspective, whether or not yoedgany insight

or agree with any of my conclusions, | cannot say but | hope that you found the experienc
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interesting and that, even if only in a small way, it has challenged you to think labout t
intersection of lived experience and learning and how matters such as compeéstom and

relationships can impact and influence those experiences.
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...Think but this and all be mendé®"this is one side of the story, one version told from
one vantage point, and in your hands lies the other side, another tale to build from this one. Do
you agree with me entirely? Disagree completely? Find yourself somewheramidthe,
wanting to explore your own experiences or reflect more directly on social stsjdnsgtutions
and perceptions? Regardless of how you responded, the fact that you have means that you are
part of finishing that other part, the answer to my call, the reaction as reinforcementiomjec
or resistance, and for that | thank you.

At this stage in the journey, at its closing, | am struggling with the bittersweetness of
completion: revelling in the final product, the pride of having made it through, and at the same
time hesitant to let it go, to say that it is finished and send it away, allowing it to stand on its ow
without further revision, qualification or explanation. The wonderful frustration of using this
kind of writing as its own kind of inquiry means that by the time | write something down, by the
time | finish a paragraph, I've explored it and thought about it and, most times, have moved
forward from that thought into the next. The crux of the struggle being that by the time | finish a
section my thoughts on the matter have evolved and shifted and moved on to what else | could
think about that subject or what other areas it could relate to, leaving a distinct feeling of
incompletion; there is, literally, always more that | could write about all this. This paradox i
something I've had to learn to accept and remind myself that this is but one paper, one project,
and that all these lovely questions that have sprung from it, all the other ideas I've had, and all

the new directions in which my imagination wants to fly will have to wait for the next paper, the

10 Shakespeare, WWidsummer Night'©ream, (act V, scene.iThis source retrieved online November 1, 2014 from http://shakespétaedu/midsummer/full.html.
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next project. | have to stand back and let it be, no matter how difficult that is, no matter how
curious | am about what else there is to say about these matters.

And so | stand here with you now, no longer alone in that wild-scape of forest, no longer
lost and unsure. This process has opened pathways to many new perspectives for me, asked more
guestions than it answered, and inspired me to continue my work in this area in a thousand new
directions, but at its heart, this portion of the journey is now complete. The trail | forged lie
behind me, stretching back through this paper across the landscape and as | look back over it |
can revisit moments of its life: moments of doubt, uncertainty, joy, epiphany and elation. The
shadows and sunlight are all there, the dead ends and false starts, the easy down hill stretches
and the gruelling uphill scrambles.

Our arrival here means, | suppose, that in the end my compass held true. At least | think
it did. | hope it did. Ultimately, I'll never know if you agree with me on this or not. | belheve
work is meaningful and useful and a solid example of how this kind of research can be
undertaken. And maybe you do too. Or maybe you dont. But either way, you'll have thought
about it, you'll have considered your school experiences and autoethnography and come to a
new perspective by reflecting your own thoughts against mine and in that regard, | am going to
call this work a success.

Without you, without the idea of you out there reading this somewhere, someday, it would
have been a much lonelier journey and for that, for your company, inspiration, and silent

presence, | thank you, my dear reader.

And so here we part ways, my friend. | have finished my portion of this particular journey

and leave you to do what you will with yours.
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#*

Name of artefact

Description

Notes (what kind of memories
were triggered and/or how |
used items)

Writing projects and
‘school sheets’ from my
childhood

Stories, handwriting
practice sheets, math
work

Examples of one way | spent
time, my interest in fiction, my
cognitive/academic

growth/development over time

Childhood keepsakes

Old coins, birthday car
swimming report cards,
medals from sports,
various trinkets such as
figurines

dBersonal relationships,

‘extracurricular’ activities,
triggered memories of different
‘eras’ in my childhood based of
what | deemed meaningful and
wanted to keep

Childhood drawings and
artwork

Various items, visual art,
handicrafts

Specific projects reminded me
of distinct eras etc..

Childhood books

Lord of the flies, little
house on the prairie
(series), Narnia (series),
the Halloween Tree,
Babysitters’ Club (series)

Flipped through, read portions
trigger memories

Assorted photos

Photos taken throughol
my life showing various
friends and family
members,
activities/events, sports
team photos, school
photos

itMemories of houses and other
spaces, emotional recall of
events/eras, personal
relationships, activities

Report cards from high
school

Mid-term and final reports

5 Listing teachers, classes, mark
and comments regarding my
work, triggered specific
memories of relationships,
assignments, classrooms,
routines etc..

Journals

Personal diaries from hi
school

ghargely negative content, did
not explore thoroughly after
realizing this slant and
remembering that | mostly only,
wrote when | was upset and
didn’t want this limited scope of
specific memories to take over
my narratives
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Notes from friends at
school

Various notes with
artwork and text sent
between friends and |
during and between
classes

Reminders of details regarding
specific classes, teachers and
events

School assignments

A collection of
assignments from various
courses across the span
my high school career
including both creative
and more purely academ
content

Reminded me of specific

5 assignments, course content,

ofeachers, marks | received, are
| struggled with, my reactions t
assignments, how | felt about
different
courses/assignments/teachers

as

O

Yearbooks

High school yearbooks
from each grade includin
photos of me, my friends
my teachers, my activitie
and the school itself

Triggered memories: spatial
gmemories of building, emotiona
reactions to images of faces,

5 experiential memories of
events/activities

1

Scripts

Several scripts from
drama performances bott
prior to and during high
school

Reuvisiting experiences of those
nperformances and my enjoyme
of acting, recollection of friendg
involved, difference between

nt

these experiences and others
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Kitchener Minor
Softball — 1991
('m second from
the left in the
middle row, my
mom is on the left
in the back row)

Kitchener-Waterloo
Youth Basketball
1991-1992That's me
holding the basketball
in the front row)
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Kitchener Minor Soccer
1992(I'm the third girl
from the left in the bac
row)
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