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Abstract In this paper, | demonstrate a way of conducting narrative inquiry
that is oriented towards understanding and improving teachers’ experiences in a
particular Toronto—Shanghai/West—East Sister School reciprocal learning
partnership. I show how this narrative inquiry process is informed by a Deweyan
way of thinking about experience and is enriched by the Confucian idea of being
a good guest. I illustrate how this inquiry process involves teachers and
researchers as collaborative and reciprocal learners on the Dao of further
personal and professional growth and learning. I suggest that conducting
narrative inquiry in a Canada—China interschool setting could give rise to
West—East reciprocal learning communities that have the potential of bridging
the cultural and historical narratives that underlie Chinese and North American
education. It could also create the harmonious and democratic educational
conditions for fostering global citizens as learners in our 21st century.
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Introduction

The term narrative inquiry is a familiar one to many educational researchers.
Often being associated with a form of qualitative social science inquiry, narrative
inquiry has gained a certain level of popularity among educational researchers
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globally and in China for its use in researching educational experience and
phenomena. Narrative inquiry has also been frequently used by researchers to
examine educational experience and phenomena in international and
cross-cultural settings (Phillion & He, 2008; Trahar, 2006). At the heart of
narrative inquiry is the thinking that humans, individually and socially, lead
storied lives (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006); that as humans, we understand, give
meanings to, and shape ourselves and the world through living and telling,
reliving, and retelling stories individually and in relation (Connelly & Clandinin,
1990; Connelly & Clandinin, 2006; Andrews, Squire, & Tambokou, 2012).
While there are different scholarly and cultural approaches to defining what
“stories” mean (Wells, 2011), I understand stories as always related to and
reflecting human experiences. In fact, story is “a portal through which a person
enters the world” and by which his or her “experience of the world is interpreted
and made personally meaningful” (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 477). For all
those stories lived and told by humans, they could be examined, interpreted, and
inquired into. Hence, narrative inquiry is not only a way of thinking about human
experiences as stories, it is also a research methodology that studies human
experiences as storied phenomena (Clandinin & Caine, 2008; Connelly &
Clandinin, 2006).

There are many different approaches to narrative inquiry in contemporary
social science research (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007). Reissman and Speedy
(2007), for instance, commented on how the field of narrative inquiry had been
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characterized by “realist,” “modernist,” “postmodern,” and “constructionist”
strands (p. 428). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) further noted that different
narrative inquirers could bring different inquiry histories and ways of thinking to
their narrative inquiry experience. As a result, one may find different traditions
of inquiry come together in one’s undertaking of narrative inquiry.

In this paper, I will share my personal experience of conducting a version of
narrative inquiry that is grounded in Connelly and Clandinin’s narrative-inquiry
tradition (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 2006; Xu &
Connelly, 2010) in a cross-cultural school-based setting. Following Connelly and
Clandinin, my narrative inquiry employs a pragmatic theory of experience that
views it as interactive, continuous, and situated (Dewey, 1938). It does not begin
with theory-driven methods to solve educational problems arising from “states of
mind,” nor is it concerned with generating universal knowledge and theories that
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are expected to be true, durable and extensive (Schwab, 1969/1978, p. 288).
Instead, it begins in practice and is more interested in exploring local contexts
and using situation-driven methods to solve problems arising from “states of
affair” that are particular and are deemed in need of improvement. The end goal
of my inquiry is directed towards the practical end of adding value to the
practical settings studied (Schwab, 1969/1978; Xu & Connelly, 2010). It strives
not:

to generate an exclusively faithful representation of a reality independent of the
knower... [but] to generate a new relation between a human being and her
environment—her life, community, world—one that makes possible a new way of
dealing with them, and thus eventually creates a new kind of experienced objects, not
more real than those which preceded but more significant, and less overwhelming and

oppressive (Dewey as cited in Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 39).

Besides, my practically-oriented narrative inquiry is also influenced by a
Confucian way of thinking and living which I have inherited from my Chinese
parents and community elders. Throughout the narrative inquiry process, I have
relied on my Confucian cultural sensibility to enrich my understanding of and
approach to conducting narrative inquiry. I have found that as a continuous and
always contingent tradition (Ames, 2004), Confucianism has not only helped me
make sense of narrative inquiry as a methodological way of thinking about
storied experiences at a particular time and space, it has also helped my narrative
inquiry fulfill its regulative ideal, i.e., to generate new relationships among
humans (in my case, researchers and participants), and their experience, life,
community, and the world.

In what follows, I will first provide the cross-cultural school-based research
context that has introduced me to Connelly and Clandinin’s idea of practical
narrative inquiry. Then, I will present a reflective account of my experience of
conducting practical narrative inquiry from a Confucian-informed perspective in
this particular school-based setting. Finally, I will discuss the kind of human
relationships my narrative inquiry has been able to foster over a period of time
and space. Readers will see that my narrative inquiry experience has taken shape
within a Canada—China Partnership research setting and is aimed practically at
strengthening relationships and ideas of West—East reciprocal learning in
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school-based contexts. It was guided by a commitment to work with others to
build democratic, collaborative, and harmonious human relationships in a global
and multicultural world. It was further led by a need to resolve cross-cultural
tensions and enrich teachers’ professional learning and growth in a
Toronto—Shanghai Sister School landscape.

Overall, the experience of conducting practical narrative inquiry rooted in my
own Chinese cultural and historical narrative has been an eye-opening learning
journey for me. In this paper, I have chosen to present a reflective and
chronological account of this learning journey in the form of story. I demonstrate
how narrative inquiry could be used pragmatically not only as a research
methodology for making sense of teachers’ lives and experiences on a
West—East Sister School landscape, but also as a means of curricular
enhancement that enables the reconstruction of teachers’ lives and experiences
through facilitating the building of a “West—East reciprocal learning
community.” This West—East reciprocal learning community has the potential of
bridging the cultural and historical narratives that underlie Chinese and North
American moral and social ideals. It could also create harmonious and
democratic educational conditions for fostering global citizens as learners in our
21st century. In the process of conducting narrative inquiry in community, the
life and experience of a researcher is enriched. Teachers and researchers of
different backgrounds become partners in generating novel educational
possibilities, ideas, and experiences for themselves and for others in the society.

The Context of My Narrative Inquiry

My encounter with “narrative inquiry” started when 1 joined a
government-funded Canadian Partnership Grant research program entitled,
“Reciprocal Learning in Teacher Education and School Education between
Canada and China” during my doctoral study at the Ontario Institute for Studies
in Education (OISE). At my first research meeting in September 2013, I was
introduced to the directors of the Canada—China Partnership Grant Project—Dr.
Shijing Xu and Dr. Michael Connelly—alongside other research team members.
From Dr. Xu and Dr. Connelly, I learned that the partnership project had the goal
of building cultural bridges between Western and Eastern education for a sense
of “WE consciousness” through Canada—China collaborative reciprocal learning
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(Connelly & Xu, 2015, May; Xu, 2011). This West—East reciprocal learning
would take place among school educators located in Canada and China. What is
more, the project would prioritize ethical and collaborative research relationships
between Canada and China, and between researchers and school
partners/participants.

With regards to how the partnership would promote Canada—China reciprocal
learning, Dr. Xu and Dr. Connelly brought up the notion of narrative inquiry as
the project’s methodology:

Dr. Connelly: There is a difference between methods and methodology. In this
partnership project, narrative inquiry is the methodological framework. Some people
equate narrative inquiry methodology with storytelling methods, which is not quite the
case. Narrative inquiry as methodology is a way of thinking. Guided by this way of
thinking, researchers can adopt various types of methods to work on and apply in their

project. Even survey could be a method in narrative inquiry.

Dr. Xu: I also want to highlight that one of the most important things for researchers to
do in this partnership project is to take reflection notes and field notes along the way. We
can imagine ourselves (researchers) as match-makers and bridge-builders for schools and

educators in Canada and China....

Graduate Researcher A: ...Could you perhaps elaborate more on what narrative inquiry

is?

Dr. Xu (gave an analogy from Chinese folklore, the Daoist of the Mountain Lao
[Laoshan Daoshi, %;llii&+:]): Narrative inquiry is like the story of the Daoist trying to
seek the way of Dao (wu dao, 15i&). The process of inquiry is to seek the Way...
(meeting minutes, September 17, 2013)

Dr. Xu and Dr. Connelly did not explain further what narrative inquiry is at the
meeting. Based on my interest in conducting research in schools and with
teachers, they suggested that [ worked with a team of researchers from OISE and
East China Normal University (ECNU) to support partnership building between a
Toronto elementary school and a Shanghai elementary school. Dr. Xu further
mentioned that the school in Toronto—Lundbeck Community School (LCS,
pseudonym)—was an inner-city public school which had been a research site for
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Dr. Connelly and his past doctoral students, herself included. On the other hand,
the school in Shanghai—Mudan Primary School (pseudonym)—was known for
its “green” school initiatives. It had also been a research site for a well-known
school reform research program in China, the New Basic Education research (Bu
& Li, 2013; Ye, 2009), which the ECNU researchers participating in the
China—Canada Partnership Grant Project were key members of.

I was thrilled to be given the opportunity to work with a group of experienced
school-based researchers and to help build partnerships between Lundbeck
Community School and Mudan Primary School. However, upon leaving the
meeting room, my mind was flooded with thoughts and questions. To a certain
degree, Dr. Xu and Dr. Connelly’s description of narrative inquiry as a way of
thinking challenged my preconceptions of the application of narrative inquiry in
educational research. I have long associated narrative inquiry with qualitative
interviewing. I did not quite understand how narrative inquiry could be used as a
way of thinking to build interschool bridges and advance Canada—China
reciprocal learning. I also found Dr. Xu’s analogy between narrative inquiry and the
Chinese way of seeking the Dao both interesting and puzzling. I wondered what
makes narrative inquiry a framework of thinking and a way of seeking the Dao.

Narrative Inquiry as a Way of Thinking and Seeking the Dao

Thinking Narratively about Experience

Puzzles notwithstanding, 1 soon found opportunities to learn more about the
theory and practice of conducting narrative inquiry. Through reading literature
on narrative inquiry (Carter, 1993; Clandinin, 2007; Clandinin & Caine, 2008;
Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Clandinin & Huber, 2005; Conle, 1997; Connelly
& Clandinin, 1990, 2006; Craig, 2011; Xu & Connelly, 2010), I have learned that
narrative inquiry is more a way of thinking than about a set of research methods.
This is because conducting narrative inquiry requires a researcher first and
foremost to develop a particular view of experience. This view of experience
necessarily foregrounds Dewey’s pragmatic philosophy of experience.

From a Deweyian perspective, experience has a temporal dimension, is
continually changing, and is characterized by ongoing interaction of human
thought with personal, social, and natural environments (Dewey, 1938).
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Experience is also not a thing but is a kind of event that always happens
somewhere within a situation. In fact, all experience carries a sense of creative
individuality and is always moving forward through processes of doing and
undergoing. At times, immediate experience of doing and undergoing could give
rise to reflective experience where one not only “has” the experience but
understands its meaning through inquiry (Mathur, 1966). When experience is
imbued with the significance and meaning of its reflective phase, it is rendered
more rich and fulfilling. Dewey (1934) called this an experience or
consummatory experience. He further emphasized that consummatory experience
is necessary for democratic living because consummatory experience is the result
of reflective reorganizing and reconstructing of individual experience toward
more fulfilling ends. Conversely, a democratic way of living characterized by
rich associations and a plurality of ends is most conducive to consummatory
experience because it presents individuals with diverse relationships that provide
the best social condition for personal growth.

Adopting a Deweyian way of thinking about human experience, narrative
inquiry necessarily goes beyond a static and interpretive view of experience. It is
interested in the consummatory potential of human experience made possible
through the retelling and reliving of stories individually and socially during
uncertain and changing times (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Pushor & Clandinin,
2009). It prioritizes lives lived together democratically through intelligent
inquiries (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 189) and responses to novelty. At the
heart of narrative inquiry is growth, education and cooperative intelligence, not
merely storytelling (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). That is why Clandinin and
Connelly (2000) once said, “narrative inquiry is an experience. It is people in
relation studying with people in relation” for change and learning (p. 189,
emphasis added).

Biting One’s Tongue

While reading about narrative inquiry theories and practices had certainly helped
me gain a better conceptual understanding of narrative inquiry, it was not until I
started experiencing the doing of narrative inquiry in the Lundbeck—Mudan
Sister School setting that I was able to gain a real understanding of narrative
inquiry as a way of thinking that builds interschool bridges and advances
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Canada—China reciprocal learning. I noticed that to learn to think narratively is to
know how to unlearn and relearn many of my own habits of doing research.
Thinking narratively is not only an intellectual exercise, it is a kind of thinking
which cannot be separated from action and practice.

For instance, when I first started assisting Lundbeck School teachers to
communicate and forge a Sister School reciprocal learning partnership with
Mudan School teachers, I was regularly reminded by Dr. Connelly and Dr. Xu to
not only observe and make note of the storied experiences unfolding on the
landscape, but also participate in these experiences ethically, relationally, and
experientially. This required that I carefully negotiated entries into an unfamiliar
schooling environment like Lundbeck School, became a knowledgeable insider
of the Lundbeck School community, and helped Lundbeck School educators
form a reciprocal learning partnership with their Mudan School colleagues in
ways that respected their interests and needs. It also required that I “bit my
tongue” and restrained myself from imposing my research agenda on sister
school members and giving them advice when interacting with them.

At first I did not quite understand why I had to “bite my tongue” when I felt I
had good ideas that could potentially advance Lundbeck—Mudan Sister School
partnership. I was also worried that if I did not tell the schools my exact research
interests and agendas, I would not get any research work done in the midst of an
uncertain and changing Sister School landscape.

Yet after practicing biting my tongue for a period of time, I noticed that I was
much more able to suspend my research ideas, plans and judgements of a
particular Sister School situation, and be more present to the diverse knowledge
and experiences that were existing and unfolding on the Sister School landscape.
Subsequently, I was able to experience more fully the depth and breadth of lives
on a changing Canada—China Sister School landscape and think about them from
a holistic narrative perspective. I also managed to become more receptive and
open to the cultural and historical narratives of the two schools I had little prior
knowledge of, and to participate in, learn from and work together with their
multi-layered narratives instead of exercising my knowledge over them. In
general, through biting my tongue and thinking narratively about experiences on
the Lundbeck—Mudan Sister School landscape, I have found myself becoming
more capable of devising relevant and effective methods that help the Sister
Schools build a meaningful reciprocal learning partnership.
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This narrative way of working with school educators through biting my tongue
was very different from other approaches commonly found in school settings
where policy makers, university researchers or teacher educators proposed and
prescribed measures and programs for teachers to follow, participate in and
implement without first understanding their stories or experiences and
developing a relationship with them. It required me to exercise moral and ethical
judgement in a Sister School setting, and to know an educational situation not
only rationally but also in an aesthetic, engaged, and relationally affective
manner. It further reminded me of the Confucian image of a good guest (Ivanhoe,
2014), who knows how to carry out rituals (/i, ¥L), commonly understood as
practices, relationships, and roles that aid social interaction and promote
solidarity and harmony which have stood the test of time but are not
unchangeable (Tan, 2003, p. 176).

Practicing the Rituals of a Good Guest

According to Ivanhoe (2014), the Confucian notion of a good guest is implied in
Analects 3.15. This classical text suggests that a good guest is one who practices
rituals when entering other people’s life spaces through displaying humility, so
that one is able to engage others in an agreeable and humane way and join others
in shared social activities. As such, a good guest asks questions about each and
everything in others’ life spaces even though she might have had a certain level
of understanding of them. She is also willing to defer her judgement about the
things she is seeking to understand until she is able to see the whole in the
particulars (Ivanhoe, 2014). At the heart of the Confucian image of a good guest
is an exemplary person (junzi, 7 ) who has a love of learning and who knows
how to learn through listening (wen, [&), reading (dushu, 13:71)), inquiring (wen,
i]), observing (guan, %), and familiarizing oneself with cultural norms (wen,
), and behavioural propriety (/i, #L; Lai, 2016, pp. 108—109). Because a good
guest is able to attend to the nuances and particularities of all situations, she
demonstrates the art of discernment and knows how to communicate in an
appropriate and fitting (yi, ) manner in other people’s life spaces and relate to
people in a harmonious manner.

In retrospect, 1 realized that by asking me to bite my tongue and withhold
academic theories, judgements, and assumptions in the Canada—Canada
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Partnership context, Dr. Connelly and Dr. Xu were helping me not only to think
more narratively of life experiences on a Canada—China Sister School landscape,
but also to tap into and develop my own cultural experience and ancestral
knowledge of being a good guest in other peoples’ life spaces, in this case, the
Lundbeck—Mudan Sister School setting. Under the guidance of Dr. Connelly and
Dr. Xu, I found myself learning not only a way of doing narrative inquiry that
paves the way to more collaborative partnership and relationship building in
educational settings but also a Confucian way of becoming a person in
cross-cultural situations. In hindsight, this experience of narrative inquiry is not
unlike the journey of seeking the Way or the Dao (i&) alluded to by Dr. Xu at the
first project meeting I attended. In Chinese thinking: “... to find the way is to get
one’s bearing in a realm of constantly changing situations. Walking on such a
path ought to bring one into the most productive course of action” (Grange, 2004,
p. 23).

Through biting my tongue and conducting myself as a good guest, I have
realized that narrative inquiry, as a practice of way-seeking, can be an experience
that leads to growth and change not only in the participants but also in the
researchers themselves (Pushor & Clandinin, 2009). Narrative inquiry is not
mere story-telling. At the core of narrative inquiry is learning and education, it is
the retelling and reliving of stories resulting from collaborative inquiry efforts
and one’s determination to seek the Dao in the midst of uncertainty (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000). In others words, narrative inquirers, like the Confucian good
guests, are learners par excellence. One of our utmost concerns is to learn to
learn collaboratively and relationally with others for a more democratic and
harmonious world.

Regenerating Narrative Inquiry for Collaborative Reciprocal
Learning in a Sister School Partnership

Earlier, I mentioned how when I first entered the Lundbeck—Mudan Sister
School research landscape, I had the tendency to want to control chaos and
uncertainty and formulate clear research plans to move things forward. It was
only through biting my tongue, being a good guest and thinking narratively that I
was able to suspend my tendency to want to control a research situation and work
with teachers in a grounded and context-sensitive manner. In a similar way I
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found that when Lundbeck and Mudan school teachers interacted with each other
initially through facilitated online meetings, they also were inclined to devise
collaboration plans in haste, based on cursory information they had shared with
each other over the internet. Some teachers brought preconceived notions of their
partners’ educational system to their online interaction. Others were interested in
finding out general facts and information about their Sister School. The time
differences and constraints prevented the Sister School teachers from sharing
more nuanced stories of themselves and their schools making meaningful
reciprocal learning difficult during a short online Sister School meeting.
Especially when more than one person was participating in an online meeting
from each side of the Sister School, online meetings became busy places where
multiple partnership plans were negotiated, formulated, and transacted;
particularities of Sister Schools and matters that meant most to individual
teachers took a back seat in face of a collective desire for a sense of certainty
through making partnership goals and plans.

Nevertheless, for a researcher like myself who had never witnessed any
collaborative planning process between Canadian and Chinese schools and
teachers, I was thrilled to see the dynamic online interactions among Lundbeck
School and Mudan School teachers. After all, how often do teachers in Canada
and China have the chance to communicate with each other and collaborate on
joint projects and visions together across time, linguistic and geographic
differences.

Yet, after dwelling on the Lundbeck—Shanghai Sister School landscape for a
few month, I noticed that many of those quick Sister School plans negotiated
among the Sister School teachers during their initial contacts were prone to fail.
In retrospect, part of the reasons why the plans ended up not working was
because they were made without a thorough understanding and careful
consideration of each other’s practical and particular teaching contexts. Some of
these plans were also made based on quick speculation and assumption of each
other’s interests and needs. When a Sister School plan no longer spoke to a
teacher practically, personally and professionally, the teacher might feel reluctant
to commit to the plan and move it forward. The plan became a burden on the
teacher’s shoulders and the teacher experienced little joy and meaning
participating in a Sister School partnership. At worst, she might even withdraw
from the Sister School partnership. When such a withdrawal was carried out
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quietly and its reasons were not communicated in a transparent and skillful way
to the Sister School partner, the ritual (/i, fL) of a good guest failed to be upheld,
future Sister School friendship could be thwarted, and efforts had to be made to
repair a relationship and bring about reconciliation.

Improving Interpretive Competence through Narrative Dialogues and
Collaborative Inquiries

Maclntyre (1984) once said that to identify and understand what others are doing,
one has to learn to see the narrative histories that underlie a seemingly obvious
situation. These histories include those of the individuals concerned and of the
settings in which they act. Conle (1997) further describes people who can do this
well as those having interpretive competence.

Having experienced the cross-cultural tensions and fragility in
Lundbeck—Mudan Sister School relationships, I sensed an importance for the
Sister School teachers to develop ongoing interpretive competence so that they
could place what they were seeing and hearing from one another in the context of
each other’s cultural and historical narratives. Each felt tension and dissonances
could be an opportunity for cross-cultural reciprocal learning if they knew how to
inquire into and make meanings of these resistance moments without
succumbing to their own or others’ biases, judgements, and prejudice. Without
interpretive competence, those living on this East—West Sister School landscape
would easily experience opportunities lost in terms of learning from and about
each other’s diverse and resourceful ways of knowing, being and doing education.
To me, this loss is regrettable and can be avoided. I have therefore experimented
with a few strategies to help enhance the teachers’ interpretive competence on
the Lundbeck—Mudan Sister School landscape through practically reengaging
narrative inquiry methods and practices for collaborative reciprocal learning
purposes. Below, I discuss some of these strategies.

Using Field Notes to Promote Narrative Dialogues and Collaborative Inquiries
When new teacher partnerships started formulating on the Lundbeck—Mudan

Sister School landscape or when broken teacher partnerships were in need of
reparation and strengthening, alongside other OISE and ECNU graduate
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researchers I would make regular visits to teachers’ schools and classrooms in
order to participate in, experience, and document their daily life and work.
Engaging ourselves in Sister School teachers’ lives and work allowed us to
experience and listen to what was new in teachers’ lives, what was bothering
them, what were their most current teaching interest and plans, and what were
their thoughts about the Sister School partnership.

Every time after listening to and experiencing a day of teachers’ lives and
work in their respective professional-personal contexts, we, the graduate
assistants, would then capture teachers’ lived and told stories in the form of
narrative-based field notes, focusing on what the teachers said and did on a
particular day, where, with whom, in what mode, with what emotions, and in
which context and school atmosphere. These field notes were accompanied by
visual materials such as photos and/or short video clips of teachers’ lives and
work. They were written with a sense of audience in mind and were usually
bilingual (Chinese and English) for the purpose of improving Sister School
teachers’ narrative understanding of each other. Sensitive and confidential
information of a teacher was normally omitted in the making of field notes. Upon
receiving a teacher’s permission, those narrative-style visual notes documenting
his/her work and life would be shared with his or her teacher partner(s) across the
globe. Reading and discussion of the notes were not mandatory for the Sister
School teachers and the graduate students never forced any teachers to read and
discuss those notes compiled by us unless a teacher really wanted his or her sister
school partner(s) to read those notes about him or her. That said, I noticed that
the Sister School teachers we worked with often took time to read our typed
notes. Sometimes, they would even respond to what they had read from the notes
during their online conversations with each other.

The advantage of engaging visual materials and narrative-based field notes in
Sister School teachers’ initial interaction was that these texts played a role in
facilitating personal story telling, dialogues, and sharing among the teachers in
the midst of cross-cultural strangeness and uncertainties (Conle, 1997). Instead of
exchanging official cover stories or rushing into formulating partnership plans
that were irrelevant to personal, practical, and professional contexts, Sister
School teachers were able to carry out more genuine, authentic, and constructive
communication and collaboration with each other after reading, understanding
and finding resonance in each others’ personal stories of daily teaching
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experiences. They seemed to be more open to sharing secret stories of
themselves, after having experienced the humanizing effect of each other’s
personal stories. They also had opportunities to delve more deeply into each
other’s personal and contextual histories given the narrative form employed in
the field notes.

Deepening Narrative Dialogues and Collaborative Inquiries through
School-Based Visits and Conversation

When it came time to strengthen Sister School teachers’ collaborative reciprocal
learning, my ECNU colleagues and I would further create or preserve conditions
where Sister School teachers could deepen their narrative dialogues,
collaboration and inquiries with each other and with the university researchers.
This includes assisting the sister school teachers to negotiate joint projects that
reflected their mutual interests, as well as encouraging them to conduct physical
visits to each other’s school so that they could better “see and name
relationships” among teachers, children, families, local communities, subject
matter, contexts, cultures, institutions and so on (Clandinin, Downey, & Huber,
2009). It also included creating shared narrative inquiry spaces where Sister
School teachers could individually and collectively reflect upon, interpret, and
make meaning out of their Sister School joint projects and partnership experience
alongside the university researchers.

When interacting with the teachers in the narrative inquiry spaces, I continued
to practice being a good guest, biting my tongue, experiencing fully and
inquiring into the stories retold and relived by the teachers without rushing into
judgement of the teachers’ thinking and doing. If I really had an urge to give
advice to the teachers, I tried to practice discernment through considering the
timeliness and appropriateness of my suggestion against a particular situation in
hand. I would not tell the teachers directly what they should or should not do in a
situation. Instead, I would formulate my advice in the form of a question, or
share with the teachers my past experience of handling a similar situation
through an experiential narrative account. Communicating my suggestions to the
teachers in the form of questioning and narrative accounts helped me present my
ideas and perceptions not as facts and truths but as “interpretations and alternate
storylines to construe events and actions” (Conle, 1997, p. 193). The purpose was
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not to obstruct teachers’ knowledge and voices but to encourage them to generate
further meanings of an event or action and to retell and relive their stories of
reciprocal learning in the Sister School partnership landscape. Inquiring
alongside the Sister School teachers in this manner, Sister School partnership as
well as its research gradually became a part and parcel of teachers’ daily life.
Teachers, like the researchers, became inquirers of their own and other
experiences. They also learned to grow both individually and relationally in the
process.

Overall, my approach to holding and nurturing a narrative inquiry space
among Sister School teachers was informed by Craig’s (1995, 2011) notion of
“knowledge communities,” as well as Clandinin et al.’s (2009) image of
“sustaining spaces.” As such, the narrative dialogues and collaborative inquiry
spaces were envisioned to be safe and non-hierarchical storytelling places where
both teachers and university researchers could narrate the rawness of their
experience, authorize their own and others’ interpretations of situations,
co-construct new ways of knowing, and retell stories to live by in the presence of
each others. They were also meant to be sustaining places where teachers and
university researchers could act upon and live out those stories that reflected their
changed knowing and what they stand for, push back on institutional and
socio-cultural narratives that were pushing on them, relive new stories of
themselves and education, and imagine lives otherwise in a changing, uncertain
and tension-filled professional setting (Clandinin et al., 2009). It is hoped that
through narrative dialogues and collaborative inquiries, Sister School teachers as
well as the researchers, could continue to engage themselves as learners and
good guests in each other’s life spaces, ask questions about the particularities and
nuances in each other’s educational practices, learn from each other’s cultural
and historical narratives, and seek collaborative ways of growing personally and
professionally in reciprocal learning partnerships over time.

The Forming of a Reciprocal Learning Community

Over a three-year period of sharing, inquiring, reflecting, and learning from and
with each other on the Lundbeck—Mudan Sister School landscape, a sense of
family and community started forming among the researchers and teachers

dwelling on this China—Canada interschool landscape. In this paper, I will not



Regenerating Narrative Inquiry for Teacher Growth 195

provide empirical details of this community. Suffice it to say that in this
family-like community, members have become more skillful in carrying
themselves as good guests in each others’ life spaces. For instance, Sister School
teachers would spend more time inquiring into their partners’ narratives and
trying to understand their values, beliefs and customs from their own
perspectives (Ivanhoe, 2014). They would see the benefits of being humble and
learning from new events and experiences without rushing to compare every new
experience with what is familiar. They would be even willing to try on their
partners’ educational beliefs, customs, practices in their own professional
contexts to deepen their understanding of shared curriculum, teaching and
learning practices (Ivanhoe, 2014).

In this process, a teacher did not and could not lose him or herself in others’
practices. In order to continue to share with and learn from each other, Sister
School teachers had to constantly rediscover and establish their own unique
knowledge and differences so that they could sustain the cycle of reciprocal
learning and growth oriented collaboration. Becoming too similar to each other
generated boredom in learning. Insisting on differentiating oneself from another
without the willingness to learn from and work with each other led to tensions
and broken relationship. To sustain a reciprocal learning community and be
sustained by it, teacher partners had to dance the ongoing dance of becoming
closer and closer apart and further and further together through practicing a sense
of embodied cosmopolitanism described by Hansen (2011) as a capacity to
maintain reflective openness to the new and reflective loyalty to the known.

In addition to carrying themselves as good guests and embodying a sense of
cosmopolitanism in the reciprocal learning community, I have also noticed that
members on the Lundbeck—Mudan Sister School landscape started perceiving
each others as “kin” or “siblings.” It was not unusual to hear the Mudan School
teachers making remarks such as, “now, this Sister School partnership feels like a
family” or “we are like a family.”

Indeed, from living life as separate individuals in different corners of the
world to living life as one family, Sister School partners and colleagues have
gradually developed an increased ability to place mutual growth and shared
wellbeing before their personal interests and preferences. Even at times when
people experienced disagreements and tensions in each other’s ways of thinking
and doing things, they tried to avoid disagreement and worked to transform
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tensions without losing sight of their shared bonding. This ability to commit to
the welfare of strangers as brothers and sisters has been regarded as an important
spirit of Confucian cosmopolitanism by Ivanhoe (2014).

Overall, what I have noticed in the evolving Lundbeck—Mudan Sister School
landscape is the emergence of a cosmopolitan West—East reciprocal learning
community where teachers, as well as researchers located in different parts of the
world, exercised care and intelligence to solve problems together, to transform
tensions, and to develop shared goals in curriculum, teaching, and learning while
allowing each other to preserve their soundness, individuality, and uniqueness.
This cosmopolitan learning community bridges Chinese and North American
moral and social ideals. On one hand, it reflects Dewey’s ideal of democracy,
which refers not to a political form, but to a communicative way of living where
individuals exercise responsibility in forming and directing the activities of a
group they belong to and participate in creating and sustaining shared values
(Hickman & Alexander, 1998). On the other hand, it reflects the realization of a
Confucian ideal of harmony that is characterized by “a continuous processes of
adjusting differences and reconciling conflicts” that “creates constructive
conditions for the healthy existences of all parties” (Li, 2014, p. 10).

In many ways, the sustainability of this learning community depends on the
practice of collaborative narrative inquiry, the embodiment of ritual activities or
the ritual (/i, 1L) of being a good guest, and the establishment of strong human
bonding among its members. It especially requires members to be and become
reflective citizens/learners who know how to learn from and with each other in
changing and uncertain times for the reconstruction of personal meanings and the
fulfillment of the common good. Its implications for education depend largely on
how its members can continue to retell and relive stories of growth individually
and collaboratively, and allow the cultural and historical narratives that underlie
each other’s society to enrich lives and learning in one’s particular personal,
professional, and socio-cultural setting.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have used the form of personal narrative to demonstrate a way of
conducting narrative inquiry that is oriented towards understanding and
improving teachers’ experiences in a particular Canada—China/West—East Sister
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School reciprocal learning partnership. In addition, I have shown how this
situated narrative inquiry process is informed by a Deweyan way of thinking
about experience and is enriched by the Confucian idea of a good guest. The
narrative inquiry process is also relational and collaborative, involving both
teachers and researchers as learners in developing the Dao of further personal
and professional growth and learning.

What struck me after a three-year period of conducting this version of
narrative inquiry with the Sister School teachers was how the inquiry process
actually led to the formation of a unique interschool professional learning
community that reflected and embodied those social and moral ideals that
underlie Chinese and North American educational narratives. While I did not
discuss in detail #ow this community came about in this article, I would like to
suggest that this West—East interschool reciprocal learning community could
potentially inform how schools in North America and China may become places
where teachers learn to become cosmopolitan-minded citizens in our global and
multicultural world. This kind of cosmopolitan citizenship foregrounds teachers
as collaborative and reciprocal learners who know how to learn, inquire, and
cooperate with diverse others to create new learning opportunities that are geared
towards mutual growth and flourishing. It could be nourished in a West—East
interschool reciprocal learning community where teachers receive support in
learning from each other's cultural and historical narratives and collaborate with
each other to educate for greater common goods, harmony and freedom.
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