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Abstract 

In 1993, Maxine Greene issued a call to expand the standard of humanness and to look 

beyond normative culture in the hopes of moving toward a greater inclusivity of diversity in 

schools. Current Canadian curriculum theory is seeking to include more voices into a 

conversation that seeks to recognize unheard narratives. To contribute to this goal this study 

sought to speak to those who successfully navigate the normative world through their unique 

narratives, unswayed by the pull towards the norm. In a discussion of successful arts teachers, 

Smithrim and Upitis (2001) describe a person who is unswayed by normative pressures as 

“someone who is able to write his or her life like a poem, who marches to his or her own drum, 

and whose identity is strong enough to withstand the many influences of the dominant culture” (p. 

21). They name these individuals strong poets. By exploring the perspectives and experiences of 

students who are strong poets, this research contributes to the understanding of how curriculum 

can encourage people to extend the standard of humanness by embracing their non-normative 

narratives. This study used a hermeneutic phenomenological approach. Data were collected 

through two phases that emphasized the interpretation of texts and the negotiation of the meaning 

of those texts through a community of strong poet interpreters. The data were analyzed and 

presented through the use of hermeneutic windows in order to develop an understanding of those 

who accept their own unique narratives without hesitation. The four windows described present 

the essence of how the strong poet participants interpreted the expansion of the standard of 

humanness through their awareness of self, their ability to humanize the humans around them, 

and the ways in which they creatively resist and negotiate norms. The strong poets who 

participated in this study shared their experiences of the lived curriculum and shed light on how 

they embraced their own non-normative narratives and how they encouraged others to embrace 

their own stories. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

We must play all the keys, seek the tunes only we can hear, and deliver them to those 
outside our box. 

-Susan Mrosek 

The story of how I came to be the person I am is woven together from the strands of tales, 

the tales of those who came before me. It was often my father who spun these strands. For my 

father, every experience has a story from our past to guide us. There is, more often than not, a tale 

from our family’s history to add context to and develop our understanding of the present.  

Upon reflection, I see a consistent theme across many of these stories. They are narratives 

of people doing things differently from what those around them were doing, accounts of people 

brave enough to march to the beat of their own drum. They are stories of my grandmother hiking 

through a blizzard in snowshoes and a floor length fur coat because she needed to go shopping 

and the inclement weather would not get in her way. Of my grandfather driving the three hours 

from Edmonton to Calgary on the newly constructed Highway 2 in the wrong lane to prove he 

could. These are stories that make me smile and I am sure they are in no way unique, but they 

belong to me and to my family. They contribute to our fabric.  

More important than the humour, are the amazing examples of courage these narratives 

represent. They are stories of women being pilots when few were and people seeking better lives 

in unfamiliar territory. They remind me to be myself. I want to be the type of woman who, during 

the depression, takes the last few dollars the family has saved to buy a young boy, with nothing 

but an apparent aptitude for music, the enormous luxury of a violin, when most would not share 

the scraps from their table. I want to be the type of woman who tells not a single soul this has 

happened and not care whether years later that little boy, grown into a man that plays in an 

internationally renowned philharmonic orchestra, calls up my grandson to express his gratitude. 
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These stories remind me that I want to be the type of person who does not require the approval of 

society to be happy; they encourage me to be content while out of step with the normative and 

follow the cadence that may not be heard by those around me; they remind me to live my life in a 

way that is authentic to me and not necessarily in compliance with normative societal structures 

and expectations. These narratives remind me to value those with a rhythm different from those 

around them just by living their truths.  

My primary interest was to explore the experiences of those individuals who live 

juxtaposed to the norms around them. By norms I mean the implied structures that exist to guide 

social interactions and the behaviour of individuals, that is, the “normal ways of being” (DeLuca, 

2011, p. 31). In previous literature the human tendency to make distinctions based upon the 

differences we see has been tied to this understanding of norms. Davis, Sumara and Luce-Kapler 

(2000) discuss the importance of perceiving and responding to the boundaries that are seen, 

heard, smelled, tasted and felt in the environment in order to allow a person to orient himself or 

herself as part of his or her survival. Unfortunately, as they continue on to explain, this tendency 

of categorizing the sensory input in our surroundings is often applied to the humans we interact 

with. When we meet someone for the first time we are drawn to the ways in which they differ 

from our perceptions of the norms that we are familiar with. Our “attentions are usually focused 

not on extensive and profound sameness, but on few and superficial differences in height or 

accent or skin tone”  Davis, Sumara &, Luce-Kapler, 2000, p. 41).  

An inability to see past the differences often results in their amplification (Davis et al., 

2000) leading to people being categorized and stereotyped based on these superficial differences. 

This categorization leaves little room for individual identity and limits it “to culturally acceptable 

forms of existence with little space for individual authorship of self-narratives” (DeLuca, 2011, p. 

32). The lack of space creates a “cultural dogmatization” (DeLuca, 2011, p. 32) that pressures 

people to conform to the norms they are exposed to. These pressures of normativity pull people 
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towards the norm in order to avoid the potential stigma and stereotyping that can result from 

being different from the perceived norms. These normativities are vital to the human ability of 

“self definition and collective identification” (Davis et al., 2000) and are important. However, we 

must “accept and engender individual difference from cultural normativities” (DeLuca, 2011, 

p.32) in order to leave space for all narratives.  

In relation to norms, Maxine Green wrote a paper entitled Diversity and inclusion: Toward 

a curriculum for human beings (1993). She was concerned with expanding normative 

understandings, what she termed as the expansion of the standard of humanness. For Greene, 

enlarging the standard of humanness meant increased inclusion of the diversity of individuals. 

She articulates diversity as “the existence of many voices, some contesting, some cohering, all 

demanding and deserving attention” (Greene, 1993, p. 213). However, she claimed that many of 

these voices, particularly those outside of the norms or juxtaposed to normativity, were not only 

unheard but sometimes actively ignored. Inclusion therefore, is for Greene, not only the hearing 

of these voices but also the recognition of them.  

There are challenges to embracing an offbeat rhythm. Having a syncopated rhythm when 

that is not the norm for the normative world that is not always encouraging of differences can 

cause a rift between the individual and the normative. The inclusion of diversity is a necessary 

aim in education, but it can be difficult to achieve. Including everyone, regardless of the beat of 

their drum, complex personal narratives and lived experiences, is a complicated endeavour that 

must allow for an incalculable number of variations. To achieve inclusivity, Maxine Greene calls 

for a shift in the standard of humanness. She describes a fundamental requirement for the 

expansion of the standard of humanness to the acceptance of otherness (Greene, 1993). This 

expansion requires developing an understanding of the perspective of those who have experience 

as other, and for my purposes, those who have experienced education beyond the norm.  
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Throughout my life, I have met individuals who seem to accept the otherness in themselves 

and resist the pressures of normativity that surround them. They successfully navigate the 

normative world through their non-normative narratives, unswayed by the pull towards the norm. 

In a discussion of successful arts teachers, Smithrim and Upitis (2001) describe people who are 

unswayed by normative pressures as, “someone who is able to write his or her life like a poem, 

who marches to his or her own drum, and whose identity is strong enough to withstand the many 

influences of the dominant culture” (p. 21). They name these individuals strong poets.  

Individuals who march to the beat of their own drum seem to defy categorization. While 

they occupy cultural and societal spheres they often are juxtaposed to the norms of those spheres. 

My search for a name for these individuals found roots in the article by Smithrim and Upitis 

(2001), where they used the colloquial phrase that was identical to that which I had been using in 

lieu of a specific term. From this definition the search for strong poets began. Beginning with the 

authors cited by Smithrim and Upitis, I was able to follow the term from strong poet teachers to 

education philosopher John Dewey, to the original source, Harold Bloom. 

Based on the literature surrounding strong poets, I espouse that strong poets represent 

individuals who do not live solely within the normative world. Instead, they tread back and forth 

between the lines of the normative and counter normative, perhaps unconsciously, as they define 

themselves in their own terms. Though the refusal to follow popular definitions available through 

normative culture, the strong poet creates a unique representation of someone outside the norm, 

someone with a non-normative identity. A strong poet represents the individual that blends the 

definitions and categories that represent normativities and fits his or her own narrative together in 

a way that is unapologetically distinctive. 

From the conception of this study, through the choice to refer to the individuals as strong 

poets, to the execution of the data collection, the desire to concretely define exactly what I meant 

by strong poet has been a consistent and occasionally frustrating obsession. My uncertainty about 
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these individuals’ understanding of societal norms, their relationship to those norms, their 

motivation or lack thereof to resist those norms, has been revisited time and time again through 

out the last year and a half. With this thesis I aim to illustrate that what is more important than a 

concrete definition, is an articulation of the voices of those that have been identified as living 

outside a societal norm. It is their voices that provide a more complete illustration of the world we 

live in.  

Purpose  

Long before Greene (1993) identified her call for the expansion of the standard of 

humanness, Ted Aoki wrote that “curriculum thought” should be seen “on a broader frame, that 

of “man/ world relationships” for it is for persons (teachers and students) to be human, to become 

more human and act more humanly in educational situations” (Aoki, 2005, p. 95). This is the role 

that curriculum can play in the lives of those engaged in it. Curriculum has the power to impact 

the identities of those involved, the power to humanize. It falls to curriculum theory to strive to 

make sense of the complicated interactions between individuals and their experiences of school. 

The purpose of this research is to look to strong poets’ lived experiences in order to expand the 

standard of humanness in an effort to understand these complicated interactions better as well as 

to contribute to an understanding of curriculum that allow peoples to be their own versions of 

human. Through an expanded standard of humanness and a reinterpretation of normativity, the 

curriculum can begin to include the narratives of all participants and for “teacher and students to 

be human, to become more human and to act more humanly in educational settings” (Aoki, 2005, 

p. 95) by which the blindness that is the root of injustice can be weeded out. That is to say that by 

seeing no narrative as more human than another, the standard of humanness can expand and can 

include more ways of being human. If this is achieved, the brutal marginalizations articulated by 

Greene (1993) could be, at the very least, minimalized.  
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By exploring the perspectives and experiences of students who are strong poets, this 

research will contribute to understanding how curriculum can encourage people to extend the 

standard of humanness by embracing their unique narratives. In reference to students, Greene 

(1993) so eloquently wrote:  

We want to see them in their multiplicity linking arms, becoming recognized. We want 

them in their ongoing quests for what it means to be human to be free to move. We want 

them—and we want to enable them—to exist. (p. 220)  

  The purpose of this study is to look to those who accept their own unique narratives, 

regardless of their motivation or understanding of their relationship to the norm, in order to 

expand the standard of humanness and appreciate how their experiences of the lived curriculum 

can encourage others to embrace their own stories. The following questions guided this research 

in relation to participants’ experience of curriculum and schools:  

• What do normative boundaries mean to strong poets?   

• How do strong poets perceive otherness and the standard of humanness? 

Thesis Overview 

I have organized this thesis into five chapters. The first chapter introduces the study, my 

inspiration and motivation for studying strong poets, the questions that have guided my collection 

of data, and an overview of this thesis. The second chapter reviews the literature that surrounds 

Greene’s call for an expansion of humanness and the relative lack of interest in taking up her call, 

the place of strong poets within literature and the place of voices from outside the societal norm’s 

contribution to curriculum theory. The third chapter articulates the methods for data collection 

and the analysis of the data collected. Within the fourth chapter I introduce the nine people who 

participated in the study, and describe the experiences they shared about living outside the 

societal norms. I have chosen to present the themes that emerged from this data through the use of 

hermeneutic windows. I discuss these findings in the fifth chapter and describe how they connect 
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to the questions that guided my research. In this final chapter I conclude by reflecting on the 

implications that this study may have for education, society, as well as future research.  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

I am interested in exploring Greene’s argument to expand the standard of humanness 

through curricular experience––the lived experience of schools and the social relations that 

fundamentally establish the conditions for teaching and learning. Hence, in this literature review, 

I examine research related to the influence creation of a “curriculum for human beings” (Greene, 

1993, p. 211) and the potential of curriculum to shape and re-shape a standard of humanness 

(Greene, 1993). Throughout this thesis, I work from the assumption that strong poets can provide 

non-normative perspectives on curriculum. It is through their unique location between 

normativities and their ability to navigate the spaces between their own identities and the 

normative pressures that can lead to the reinterpretation of normativity in a curricular space and 

contribute to a curriculum that includes a multiplicity of narratives.  

I begin this literature review by looking to curriculum theory in order to develop an 

understanding of the impact of lived experiences of school on an individual’s identity. Then I 

apply these concepts to Maxine Greene’s argument for the expansion of the standard of 

humanness to see how her call has been taken up within the field of curriculum theory. Finally, I 

locate strong poets in literature from the fields of curriculum and philosophy, following the 

progression of the term from author, to philosopher, to teacher and student, in order to create the 

argument for the role a strong poet’s unique perspective can have on normativity and the standard 

of humanness.  

Curricular Experience 

Curriculum is a social experience shaped by teaching and learning processes that result in 

an autobiographical text and individual identity formation (DeLuca, 2011; Pinar, 2012; Sumara, 

2007). Curriculum has the power to make people feel as though they matter or not, that the person 
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they are has value or does not have value; that their voice deserves to be heard or ignored. 

Through the first portion of this literature review I make the argument that curriculum has just as 

much potential to humanize individuals as it does to dehumanize them. To make sense of the role 

that curriculum can play, I will look to the impact that curriculum can have on the individual. 

This includes the narratives that emerge as they relate to curriculum, that is to say, curriculum as 

an autobiographical text that illustrates the social experiences shaped by teaching and learning.  

Curriculum as an autobiographical text. In order to make sense of the intertwinings that 

connect us and move past the boundaries that divide us, curriculum theory must understand what 

has happened in the past and carefully reimagine the future. Positioning curriculum in an 

autobiographical space between the individual and the institutional allows for reflection and 

critical thought leading to social reconstruction (Pinar, 2012). An autobiographical stance on 

curriculum theory is attentive to the stories of the individual, in order to develop an understanding 

of the state of schooling and curriculum as a whole. That is to say it works to examine the 

characteristics of the parts in order to understand how the whole functions (Pinar, 2012).  

Curriculum theorists have worked to include the narratives of more and more individuals. 

In a survey of Canadian curriculum theory from 2000 to 2015, Ng-A-Fook (2015) explored the 

many voices that have contributed to this landscape. He suggested that Canadian curriculum 

scholars “experiment with curriculum theorizing as a composition of narrative counterpointes, 

rapprochements and juxtapositions” (Ng-A-Fook, 2015, p. 43) that focus on the great variety of 

narratives that are represented throughout Canadian culture. However, he drew attention to the 

work of many scholars (e.g., Haig- Brown 2008; Kanu, 2006; Pinar, 2008a, 2008b, 2011; Smits, 

2008; Tuck & Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013; Weenie, 2008) who have called for giving more to 

asking questions that provoke the untold narratives, both historical and contemporary, and in so 

doing, expand understandings of diversity and inclusivity. Through this expansion, curriculum 
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theory can begin to include more identities, more humans into the fold of what is considered 

acceptable if not the norm.  

Curriculum theory as an autobiographical text allows for the articulation of the experiences 

of “the enduring if ever-changing multivariate site of educational experience” (Pinar, 2011, p. xi) 

that is the individual. However, as Pinar states schools leave very little space for the development 

of the authentic self. This diversion from an authentic self leads to the dehumanization of 

individuals. However, with a reinterpretation of normativity in order to accept all individuals’ 

authentic selves, the standard of humanness can include all narratives.  

Curriculum and the individual. Curriculum studies have long claimed to espouse the 

individual and instead focus on implied categories such as cultural or social (Pinar, 2011, p. xi). 

However, William Pinar (2011) asserts a counter point, that the individual has remained “missing 

in action” (p. xi) in many of the discourses around curriculum theory. Pinar advocates for 

curriculum to be autobiographical; the hidden curriculum must be exposed through the stories of 

those engaged in the curriculum. The term individual is often used as a rhetorical device to 

articulate a person who is counted amongst a group that may be based around social labels, 

cultural backgrounds or sexual orientation. As Pinar argues “the enduring if ever-changing 

multivariate site of educational experience” (2011, p. xi) that is the individual has not truly been 

represented in curriculum. This rhetorical individual does not allow for an understanding of the 

individual’s identity beyond that of a societal category. The absence of the unique individual that 

acknowledges the multiple categories that can be occupied in the creation of an identity that 

relates to the multiple norms experienced within specific categories is problematic. I assert that 

ignoring the unique individual contributes to a curriculum that dehumanizes those involved.  

The creation of an individual’s identity is a complicated intersection of many factors. As 

identity relates to curriculum I have followed an argument discussed by DeLuca in his 

articulation of a “framework for thinking about individual diversity that opens a space for 



 

11 

  

bridging subcultural groups” (2011, p. 31). DeLuca positions individuals within multiple 

overlapping and entwined cultures at once and asserts the importance of cultural norms in 

creating self-narratives using bohemians as a means for articulating a curriculum that allows for 

“the authorship of individual narratives” (2011, p. 32). Curriculum as an autobiographical text 

that is shaped by the teaching and learning in schools and the social experiences that surround 

them include the same overlapping cultures that influence the narratives of the participants.  

The cultural bricolage, a metaphor of the complex intersections between an individual’s 

identity and multiple cultural groups (DeLuca, 2011), that contributes to an individual’s identity 

represent separate sets of norms, each culture having its own interpretation of the norms, its own 

normative rhetoric. It is in relation to these norms that identity is constructed (Foucault, 1972). 

Whether an individual aligns with the norms, or juxtaposes himself or herself against them, the 

identity is always defined in relation to a cultural norm. DeLuca (2011) positions bohemians as 

examples of people who live counter normative lives and articulates a curriculum that, through 

dialogue, critique and broadly defined arts-based learning strategies, allows for “safe and 

compassionate classrooms that embrace unique learning at both individual and collective levels” 

(DeLuca, 2011, p. 51). 

Like DeLuca’s (2011) bohemians in his framework for considering inclusive education, 

strong poets cannot exist without a norm to contrast them to. These cultural norms are 

unavoidable and allow for an ease and comfort in social interactions that accommodate for the 

human mind’s inability to attend to all things at once (Davis et al., 2000). When considered in 

relation to the social experiences that exist between teaching and learning, it can be seen that the 

comfort that comes from following cultural norms has a norming effect on those within the 

system. 

These norms, while unavoidable, can have damaging effects on individuals when people 

fail to acknowledge that multiple cultural spaces can be occupied at once. The centrality of 
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identity amongst the multitude of cultural norms can contribute to a tendency to stereotype in an 

attempt to summarize groups. These presumptions and judgments cause shared responsibilities 

and aspirations to dissolve (Pinar, 2011). In other words, it is “when narratives of identity are so 

tightly structured, the minor differences that separate the acceptable from the not acceptable are 

dramatically foregrounded” (Sumara, 2007, p. 51). 

In a two-year study examining the complex relationship between subjectivity and pedagogy 

Davis and Sumara (2000) worked with eight queer teachers. Sumara recalled the experiences of a 

man struggling with the constraining nature of an identity category. The participant, David, 

identified as a homosexual man yet was conflicted about whether or not to share this aspect of his 

identity readily with the people he interacted with. People’s perceptions of how his identity 

related to their interpretation of the normalized version of homosexual culture caused him to be 

ambivalent about choosing an identity category. Sumara concluded that, “to understand the 

identity of a human being therefore, one must look at its intertwinings not its boundaries.” 

(Sumara, 2007, p. 43) That is to say, we must look at the narratives that unite us as opposed to the 

labels that divide us; we must seek to understand each other better. Curriculum as well must also 

look to the intertwinings, to the spaces between the norms and identity categories. The pressures 

of the potentially norming lived experience of schools can create unease and discomfort; the need 

to fit a category can limit a persons ability to create and embrace their own unique narratives.  

Applying this logic to my own identity, I recognize that while I am a female, heterosexual, 

white, teacher, who was born and raised on a farm in western Canada, none of these cultural 

categories define me completely. Moreover, I am able to occupy many of these cultural categories 

at once, unlike the modernist perception of the self as a “hat wearer,” I do not cycle through these 

categories depending upon the situation (Davis et al., p. 164). I do not lose the values and 

experiences that I gained on the farm when I step into the classroom. I am a fluid hybridity; I am 

more than the sum of my parts. “Individuals exist within multiple cultures at any given time, 
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where the concept of culture refers to various collective identities including (but not limited to) 

race, nationality, social class, sexuality, ability, interest, and geographic or cyber/ virtual 

communities” (DeLuca, 2011, p. 34). An individual is able to occupy many nested and 

overlapping cultural spaces at once; these sites are not mutually exclusive. The multiple societal 

and cultural spheres that I am able to occupy contribute to who I am as an individual; my identity 

has developed in relation to the spheres I occupy.  

My own identity was forged, a least partially, through years of formal education. The social 

experiences that surrounded my learning impacted who I am. I am sure the cultural norms of my 

small town school had a strong influence on who I have become. The pressures to occupy 

normative spaces in order to find ease and comfort certainly impacted the identity that I have 

created. By accepting and encouraging unique narratives, including non-normative narratives, a 

truly autobiographical curriculum can emerge. A curriculum that leaves space for the standard of 

humanness to expand can exist. 

De/humanizing curriculum. When curriculum reinforces the boundaries and the 

stereotypes that separate individuals, it dehumanizes those living within it. By limiting those who 

can be included within norm culture––what is acceptable and what it means to be human the 

curriculum does not leave space for an individual to represent his/her own version of human. This 

dehumanization leads individuals to find themselves removed from and unable to access the 

curriculum (Greene, 1993). This acknowledgment of the dehumanization of individuals 

experiencing curriculum does not preclude that there is not an effort to lead curriculum theory 

and consequently curriculum to a location from which participants are no longer normalized or 

marginalized but humanized.  

The focus on “improving both the content of the school subjects as well as aligning them 

with social and economic objectives—has meant that the “individual” has developed into 

functional category whose significance is his or her role in society or the economy, not his or her 
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significance culturally or spiritually or subjectively” (Pinar, 2011, p. xii). This categorization 

constructs identities “which are stuffed into suits that are too tight, that contain, that don’t allow 

excess which bind us” (Hendry, 2010, p. 497). The repression that results from the categorization 

and limitation of individual identity leads to an ‘othering’ that is pervasive throughout Western 

curriculum (Hendry, 2010), and as McCarthy (1998) stated, may force us all to be “exiles in a 

dehumanizing educational process” (p. 261). While this image of curriculum is somewhat 

distressing, it is not being ignored on the larger stage of curriculum theory, as approaches to both 

curriculum theory and curriculum are being theorized that seek to interrupt the normativities that 

surround specific categories, are attentive to the intertwinings that connect us, and expand the 

understanding of what is meant by the individual.  

One example of an approach to curriculum theory that seeks to interrupt normativities 

associated with specific categories was an exploration by Sumara and Davis (1999). They 

explored curriculum theory through a group that is often excluded from dominant culture. In an 

analysis of two studies that asked Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ) 

teachers to respond to various texts, they looked to queer theory to influence curriculum theory by 

“ask[ing] that the forms of curriculum and the relations of pedagogy be appropriated as sites to 

interpret the particularities of perceived differences among persons, not merely among categories 

of persons” (p. 192). In the interest of reinterpreting the normativities that surrounded these 

categories they come to two main conclusions that are particularly relevant to this complicated 

conversation: (a) curriculum theory should look to the ways individuals are different as opposed 

to the differences amongst categories, and (b) that curriculum theory should continue to consider 

how people may interrupt the normativities they experience.  

By conceptualizing a curriculum theory that seeks to understand others, Sumara and Davis 

(1999) have expanded the standard of humanness beyond the inclusion of the LGBTQ 

communities. By encouraging curriculum theory to look past the categories and to look at the 
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individual, they make space for the presence of others. As the curriculum theory landscape 

expands to include more and more voices, the challenge becomes how to give those voices the 

space to be heard. Curriculum theory presents the opportunity to dream and imagine what school 

could look like, feel like and sound like for all individuals, not just those who find themselves 

within a societal norm.  

DeLuca (2011), in his previously mentioned article, presented a framework for thinking 

about curriculum designed to bridge the spaces that divide people. In his case for a curriculum 

inspired by bohemians, as “individuals [who] have challenged normative rhetoric and have 

rewritten and authenticated their narratives” (DeLuca, 2011, p. 32), he articulates an approach to 

attending to individual diversity. As inspiration for this approach to an inclusive education, 

DeLuca (2011) looks to bohemian culture. This culture serves as an example of individual 

identity construction that is removed from the mainstream culture. He argues that cultural 

dogmatization limits the ability for individuals to write their own narratives; however, as 

illustrated through bohemians, challenging the normative rhetoric and writing one’s own unique 

narrative is not without precedent. This calls for a curriculum that “requires safe and 

compassionate classrooms that embrace unique learning at both individual and collective levels” 

(DeLuca, 2011, p. 51) and that “time be given to the sharing of diversity and that some of the 

prescribed expectations of learning be let go and opened to the unknown, to the learning that 

occurs as a result of diversity” (DeLuca, 2011, p. 50).  

The bohemian curriculum provides an example of an approach that values, accepts, and 

encourages the unique narratives of all those involved. The strong poets are bohemians without 

an attachment to a specific group, and like the bohemians, they are able to embrace their non-

normative nature. Curriculum as an autobiographical text can allow for the social experiences that 

surround teaching and learning to reflect the diverse and varied identities of those involved. By 

reinterpreting normativity in order to allow for individuals identities to be represented by any 
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number of varied cultural norms the standard of humanness can be expanded to include all 

individuals, regardless of the components of their “cultural bricolage” (DeLuca, 2011, p.39).  

A Standard of Humanness and the Space of Curriculum 

In 1993, Maxine Greene wrote of her preoccupation with her “awareness of the savagery, 

the brutal marginalizations, the structured silences, the imposed invisibility so present all around” 

(p. 211). She wrote about the injustices that she saw as barriers to the inclusion and celebration of 

all voices, regardless of their location in relation to a societal norm. From this preoccupation she 

called for an expansion of the standard of humanness––an embracement of people toward an 

inclusion of all voices.  

Greene (1993) sought to “break through what Dewey once called ‘the crust of the 

conventionalized routine consciousness’” (p. 211) and address the imposed invisibility that those 

who exist outside of the norm experience. She looked to the AIDS epidemic that in 1993 was 

spreading rapidly through the United States of America, receiving a large amount of attention 

from the press. Yet the media and general population overlooked those most affected by the virus. 

The reluctance to acknowledge the voices of those who were suffering due to their removed 

location from a heterosexual, European norm illustrated how readily people are ignored due to 

their relation to a societal vision of what is normal. For Greene, this epidemic drew attention to 

how easily people can be marginalized and have invisibility imposed upon them, as those 

suffering from the then greatly misunderstood disease were excluded and demeaned.  

The act of demeaning or delegitimizing a person, Greene (1993) asserted, has far reaching 

consequences that stretch into the field of curriculum theory. The power of school to de/humanize 

an individual can lead to a person who has been demeaned or delegitimized and will be unable to 

engage fully with the curriculum. The inability to access the curriculum makes it difficult for 

learning to occur and results in the individual being unable to experience the curriculum as 

relevant to their world (Greene, 1993). Those who exist beyond what is perceived to be culturally 
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acceptable, beyond the norm, beyond the mainstream are unable to access the curriculum. They 

are marginalized, marked as different, seen as counter to the normative, separated and positioned 

outside the centre. The expansion of the standard of humanness asks that social location be 

eliminated so as to not limit someone’s ability to ask the questions that will allow learning to take 

place (Greene, 1993). The standard of humanness must allow questions to be asked from the 

centre as well as the periphery and these questions must be seen as valuable. Regardless of an 

individuals’ relation to the norm, be they near the centre or far on the periphery, they must be able 

to access the curriculum. For Greene, an expansion of inclusivity would address the demeaning 

and delegitimizing that prevents individuals from accessing the curriculum.  

While there are many articles that cite Greene’s 1993 paper, Diversity and inclusion: 

Toward a Curriculum for Human Beings, I was surprised by how few extended this call, either 

empirically or theoretically, towards what she described as curriculum that recognizes people “in 

their ongoing quests for what it means to be human” (Greene, 1993, p. 220). For this literature 

review, I will focus on four studies that have referenced Greene’s article and that are not only 

directly related to her 1993 call, but seek what she sought—a curriculum for human beings. The 

studies strive to create inclusion and to include the voices of various specific groups (Caruso, 

2005; DeLuca, 2012; Jervis, 1996; Schultz, 2010). In reading across these articles along with 

Greene’s, three dominant themes emerge related to an expansion of inclusivity including: (a) the 

importance of having a voice, (b) the importance of dialogue in moving ahead towards 

inclusivity, and (c) the view that cognitive dissonance and critical consciousness are essential to 

this dialogue. All three themes are not represented in every article, however the articles I discuss 

represent the main focus of the research that has sprung from Greene’s call.  

Voice. Post modernism brought about an “irruption of otherness” (Greene, 1993, p. 212), 

“a multiplicity that is the hallmark of modern consciousness,” (Greene, 1993, p. 212) that equates 

to an increase in the number of voices that must be represented. Despite the conversations that 
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have emerged about the canon and the multiple realities, Greene acknowledges, “persistence in 

patriarchal thinking where learning and the curriculum are concerned” (Greene, 1993, p. 215). 

When the voices of these dominant few are so pervasive, it is easy for those trying to be heard 

from the margins to be overlooked. Hearing the silenced voices asks that the desires and 

fulfillments often denied are acknowledged and that there is a “rejection of measuring rods, a 

refusal to ‘grade’ anyone’s story against a standard norm” (Greene, 1993. p. 219) in order for 

everyone to feel safe enough to speak.  

Caruso (2005) acknowledges the importance of the individual’s voice in an examination of 

art as an expression of identity. The focus of this study was two Korean American artists. Caruso 

used narrative to develop and explore elements of her participants’ self-identity formation, 

cultural identity, gender issues, personal thoughts, artistic expression, meanings of artwork, 

professional achievement and life circumstances (Caruso, 2005). Using a case study methodology 

she examined the backgrounds, circumstances, and art of the participants in relation to their 

articulation of their experiences.  

Through the study, Caruso found that art served as a profound means for developing voices 

that represented the participants’ unique narratives. Their creative expressions, through art and 

the art-making process, gave them self-knowledge and a sense of self. This means that it was 

through the creative process that they were able to not only know themselves better but also have 

confidence in their newly discovered selves. This growth provided possibilities for the 

participants to gain a sense of independence to explore and the strength to vocalize their opinions 

and beliefs. The study looked closely at the importance of the expansion of the standard of 

humanness at the level of the individual. This study provided inspiration for the inclusion of an 

artistic component in the collection of data in this study. I had a strong desire to provide my 

participants with multiple means to make meaning as well as to express their understandings 

through a variety of media. 
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Emphasized throughout this study was the importance of voice in having the power to act 

and to choose the capacity to become different. Caruso’s research connects directly to Greene’s 

call for the empowerment of voices from the margin. By drawing attention to the structured 

silences and the imposed invisibility that these silences create enforces the exclusion of large 

numbers of the population. Greene (1993) argued that is these silences that keep people from 

being able to access the curriculum. A curriculum that strives to give a voice to all and provides 

individuals with the power to create their own narrative unique unto themselves would bring 

those who have been excluded into the folds, without requiring them to sacrifice their 

individuality.  

Just as important as having one’s voice heard is the ability to choose to be silent. Schultz 

(2010) looked into the silences within classrooms as a reflection of how the students are 

progressing. Schultz (2010) drew from two longitudinal studies—an ethnography of the literacy 

practices of high school students and a three year study that documented the silences resulting 

from racial issues and race relations in a post-desegregated high school—as well as a review of 

current literature, and sought to understand the impact of silence on a classroom. Schultz (2010) 

explored the idea that “silence holds multiple meaning for individuals within and across racial, 

ethnic, and cultural groups” (p. 2833).  

Through a qualitative design involving four participants as well as the data from the two 

previously mentioned studies, Schultz (2010) concluded that understanding the meanings behind 

the silence is key to the expansion of humanness and that careful listening and inquiry are 

required shifts in teacher practice. An individual may find power and strength in choosing to be 

silent and can exercise their voice through their silence. Schultz asserts that while “ways of 

speaking and telling that construct silences, create “others”’ (Greene, 1993, p. 216) the 

importance lies in understanding, in the careful listening to each others narratives. 
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 Greene (1993) makes a strong case for the importance of poly-vocal dialogue as an 

incitement to learning:  

There can only be—there ought to be—a wider and deeper sharing of beliefs, an enhanced 

capacity to articulate them, to justify them, to persuade others as the heteroglossic 

conversation moves on, never reaching a final conclusion, always incomplete, but richer 

and more densely woven even as it moves through time. (p. 213)  

This conversation requires that an ever-increasing number of voices be engaged and that 

differences are included. This importance of this dialogue is illustrated by Jervis (1996). She 

wrote of the importance the dialogue surrounding issues of inclusion had within a school that 

sought to achieve a school without prejudice. Through her observations, she discovered that 

conversation must be maintained to avoid the structured silences that create marginalization. 

Jervis’ (1996) study documented the first year of a new program at a New York City public 

middle school. The program was an attempt to create a fully inclusive school where no one group 

was in the minority. An equal number of students from three visible ethnicities made up the 

student body. The school made use of the dramatic arts in the hopes of giving students a chance 

to express their feelings about their experiences. This study illustrated that in an effort to be more 

inclusive, teachers were actively ignoring the differences amongst their students, specifically 

those differences related to race.  

The central conclusion reached by Jervis (1996) was that ignoring the differences between 

the students was not a solution and would not bring the school closer to an inclusive environment. 

Rather, she asserted that they should have created a dialogue: a safe way for students and teachers 

to acknowledge and appreciate the things that made everyone in the school unique.  

Critical consciousness. The construction of curriculum, in Greene’s (1993) opinion, 

requires that it be transformed and not just added to, that the construction of categories and the 

creation of universals be abandoned and instead the disciplines kept open to revision. Revision 
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requires the ability to critically examine what has been done and what is being done. Expanding 

the standard of humanness requires that the status quo be open to critique and careful analysis. In 

a case study of an eight-month, Ontario-based, consecutive teacher education program, DeLuca 

(2012) sought to draw attention to gaps in research regarding inclusivity in education to take up 

the call for greater inclusion as expressed by Greene. The first gap he identified is that research is 

generally focused on content and pedagogy and the impact of individual courses and isolated 

components of a course. Second are the problems that arise from the varying definitions of 

inclusion. The study included in-depth, semi-structured interviews of 4 senior administrators and 

10 faculty members, and reflective professional journals (sometimes referred to as commonplace 

books) from 25 student teachers.  

The study concluded that there were “three different interpretations of inclusivity were 

identified across participant groups: integrative, dialogical and transgressive” (DeLuca, 2012, p. 

551). By integrative inclusivity DeLuca was referring to the inclusion of diverse learners through 

“academic accommodation, modification or alternative programming” (DeLuca, 2012, p. 557). 

Dialogical inclusivity referred to his participants’ acknowledgment of diversity in their 

classrooms and the inclusion of multiple identities into classroom dialogues. The suggestion of 

student diversity as a “vehicle for the generation of new knowledge and the co-construction of 

curriculum, teaching and learning” (DeLuca, 2012, p. 559) led to the idea of a transgressive 

approach to inclusion. DeLuca identified, “the need for future research that engages with the 

complexities of promoting inclusivity as a multi-dimensional construct and the necessity of a 

coherent and explicit framework for inclusivity to guide pre-service programming” (2012, p. 

566). The need for cognitive dissonance and critical consciousness in the expansion of the 

standard of humanness is mirrored in the need for a framework of inclusivity in pre-service 

programming. The challenge of creating a multi-dimensional space for the inclusion of all voices 



 

22 

  

in teacher education programs, I would assert, is an example of Greene’s (1993) call for the 

standard of humanness to expand being taken up.  

In 2015, over two decades after the call was issued, scholars are still asserting similar 

arguments to carry the call forward. Ng-a-fook (2015) asks that more work be done to hear all the 

narratives at play just as Greene asked that “a conversation drawing in voices kept inaudible over 

the generations, a dialogue involving more and more living persons” (1993, p. 213) be 

maintained. Christou and DeLuca (2015) assert that a dialectic that connects through differences 

and examines the intertwinnings and spaces between us is essential. This is similar to Greene’s 

assertion that there be a “wider and deeper sharing of beliefs, an enhanced capacity to articulate 

them, to justify them, to persuade others as the heteroglossic conversation moves on, never 

reaching a final conclusion, always incomplete” (1993, p. 213). 

The Strong Poet  

By acknowledging the importance of individual voices, the need for dialogue about our 

unique narratives, and the need for cognitive dissonance and critical consciousness, the 

beginnings of an understanding on how to expand the standard of humanness emerges. The more 

voices that are included, the more dialogue that is created, the more the standard of humanness 

can expand and a truly inclusive curriculum can be created. It is here that I believe that strong 

poets prove valuable. I assert that strong poets represent the potential for inclusion of all humans. 

As they are not part of any specific group, there is no history of systemic exclusion, and thus 

present a far less complicated and loaded location from which to seek a solution to the challenge 

of including and celebrating all voices. Strong poets seem to defy definition and thus any sort of 

concrete categorization; if space can be created for their voices, the expansion of the standard of 

humanness can continue and begin to unpack the stories of marginalized individuals who have 

more complicated and challenging histories.  
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Philosopher Harold Bloom began describing people who approach the world from a novel 

point of view in the context of poetry. He used poetry to develop an understanding of the 

individuals that were unafraid to search for truth in the world. It is important to understand that 

Bloom did not understand poets or poetry in the conventional sense. For him, poetic texts were 

much more than written prose. He described poetry as “a psychic battlefield upon which authentic 

forces struggle for the only victory worth winning, the divinating [sic] triumph over oblivion” 

(Bloom, 1975, p. 234). Bloom looked to poets as individuals, who were able through their written 

words to express this struggle and triumph. Throughout his works, he referred to these individuals 

as strong poets.  

For Bloom (1975), strong poets were those who sought reality and tradition for truth. He 

looked to Nietzsche to extend this definition to include the pleasure that comes from the belief in 

a singular truth (Bloom, 1975). The strong poets he provided as examples of this definition 

included Walt Whitman, Percy Shelley, John Keats and Sigmund Freud. The inclusion of those 

not conventionally considered to be poets, such as Freud, brings the concept of strong poets out of 

the realm of literature. By including writers and philosophers that did not express themselves 

through poetic prose, Bloom left room for future philosophers and authors to apply the term 

strong poet to those found elsewhere in society.  

The concept of a strong poet was carried forward into the educational world through Jim 

Garrison’s (1993) analysis of John Dewey. He described a strong poet as an individual who 

“make[s] strong connections others miss and [whose] poetic dialectic dissolves dualisms” 

(Garrison, 1993, p. 213). Garrison looked to three moments in Dewey’s dialectic in order to 

identify him as a strong poet. He looked to the metaphysics, his dialectic of self and society and 

his understanding around the actual and the possible. These three moments help to add context 

and understanding to what is meant by a strong poet.  
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Dewey’s understanding of metaphysics places people as participants and not spectators in 

the universe. This carries on the assertion that in order to live fully, individuals must create 

meaning. When taken in context of Bloom’s understanding this can be seen as the struggle with 

the authentic forces in the universe. Strong poets investigate the world around them in order to 

make meaning and participate in the unfinished universe. This adds to the understanding of a 

strong poet the characteristic of curiosity in the world around them. 

Garrison emphasized Dewey’s understanding of imagination through his examination of 

the actual and the possible. Dewey understood that “imagination allows us an ‘infinite vision’ of 

possibility” (Garrison, 1993, p. 215). The creative aspects of poetry require the use of imagination 

and the search for infinite possibilities. Through this connection it can be understood that a strong 

poet is an individual who sees the world for the possibilities and truths yet to be discovered.  

To conclude his examination of Dewey as a strong poet, Garrison (1993) looked to his 

understanding self and society. Garrison expressed that people are poems. “We are the metaphors, 

metonymies, similes and above all syndoches that is a part in which the whole has been put” 

(Garrison, 1993, p. 218). Besides the connection to poetry through literary devices, this 

understanding also ties to Bloom’s definition by drawing attention to our need to make meaning 

of the world.  

To continue to make understanding of this concept of a strong poet, it is important to 

examine it as it applied to average people and not just the great men of the past. Tom Barone 

(2001) examined an individual teacher and his practice. Barone adds to the definition of strong 

poet through his analysis of the praxis of Don Forrister, a high school art teacher. Forrister is 

described as “that rare person who was crafting an original script with an elegance and coherence 

all its own” (Barone, 2001, p. 131). It is here that we begin to approach what I am looking for in a 

definition of these interesting people that I have heard about and witnessed throughout my life. 

Forrister’s “[avoidance of] enacting a prefabricated life story” (Barone, 2001, p. 131) and his 
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ability to draw out of his students “a tendency toward writing strong poetry with the instruments 

of their selves” (Barone, 2001, p. 131), adds to the growing description of a strong poet as 

someone who lives life a little differently than those around them, than the social norms they see 

everyday.  

Smithrim and Upitis (2001) look to both Barone (2001) and Bloom (1975) to describe 

effective teachers of the arts. Combining definitions from Bloom and Barone, Smithrim and 

Upitis use the previously cited definition: “someone who is able to write his or her life like a 

poem, who marches to his or her own drum, and whose identity is strong enough to withstand 

many of the influences of the dominant culture” (2001, p. 21). For their purposes, these are 

qualities often seen in artists, but as we have seen, the movement of who a strong poet is from 

great men, to great teachers to potentially all arts teachers, I assert that the term strong poet can 

extend beyond and include all sorts of people and all forms of expression. In my experience, I 

have met many strong poets that do not express these qualities through art.  

When those who do not identify with a societal norm are included in the curriculum that 

encourages the authentic narratives of all, it becomes an even more complicated conversation. 

The dominant culture puts a pressure on people; pressure that is not always easy to resist. Strong 

poets provide an example of people who are able to resist the dominant culture and cultivate their 

authentic narratives in spite of the pressures (Smithrim & Upitis, 2001). In his analysis of 

Forrister, Barone (2001) looks to the interaction of the strong poet with the dominant culture. 

Barone looks to multiple theorists to explain the challenges that exist for those who march to the 

beat of their own drum and attempt to resist the dominant culture. Barone (2001) begins with a 

description of schools as representations and agents of culture as a whole. Schools in the past 

have worked, and too often still do, to prepare students for economic survival (p. 131). They 

emphasize the skills, knowledge, and attitudes that are seen to be a requirement for being a good 

citizen and not those attributes that can develop when free to create your own narrative.  
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The education system, as Barone describes it, works to create a very static version of self. 

Greene (1993) describes the fixed understanding of self as “predefined, fixed, [and] separate” (p. 

213). This definition of self is the product of an inherited cultural script. The outcome is 

predetermined and set. However, the definition of self has evolved and changed over time to be 

more fluid and flexible. Greene asserts that selves are, as John Dewey would describe them, 

always developing and changing and the product of a less prescribed cultural script. The stories or 

poems of our lives lead are life paths, or cultural scripts, that may create either the fluid or static 

self.  

Barone refers to the life path that an individual follows as a cultural script, that is, “the 

cultural formations that sustain and give meaning to the actions within the life story of an 

individual” (Barone, 2001, p. 131). Barone asserts that schools place emphasis on an inherited 

cultural script that provides a formula for how to live in accordance with the norms of the 

dominant culture.  

Barone states that the strong poet is an admirable person that “ refuses an easy acceptance 

of life prescriptions written by others” (Barone, 2001, p. 131). If the culture of school were to 

encourage all individuals to value their differences in a truly authentic way, as presented by Davis 

and Sumara (1999), as well as DeLuca (2011), they would be able to follow their own cultural 

script. If schools presented inclusive environments that “occur[ed] without the kind of 

normalization that wipes out differences, forcing them to be repressed, to become matters of 

shame rather than pride” (Greene, 1993, p. 212), they would allow for a cultural script that 

encouraged the strong poet in everyone. The differences that individuals bring to a culture would 

be celebrated.  

A strong poet provides a unique perspective on the lived experiences of school, specifically 

the social relations that establish the conditions for teaching and learning. In the effort to expand 

the standard of humanness, strong poets can articulate the challenges that come with being 
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outside the norm but also the sense of optimism that stems from their ability to maintain their 

humanity despite the potential dehumanizing force that curriculum can represent. By researching 

the strong poet narrative, an understanding of normativity that includes all the complicated 

constructions of identity that exist within a school can emerge and an expansion in the standard of 

humanness can be considered.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

In order to conduct this research, I used a qualitative methodology to explore the 

perspectives of strong poets and develop an understanding of an expansion of the standard of 

humanness by reinterpreting normativity. I chose a qualitative approach in order to “seek detail, 

context, and nuance” (Patton, 2002, p. 227) surrounding the phenomenon that is the lived 

experience of strong poets, what they experience and how they interpret those experiences. 

Specifically, I used a hermeneutic phenomenological approach in my research. Data were 

collected through the interpretation of texts and the negotiation of the meaning of these texts 

amongst a community of strong poet interpreters. Including the participants in this way has 

allowed them to “become co-investigators” in the study (van Manen, 1997, p. 98).  

The data that has been elicited from this negotiation establishes “context and meaning for 

what people do” (Patton, 2002, p. 114), specifically people who traverse the boundaries of 

normativity, strong poets. Although “we can never fully understand the experience of another 

person” (Patton, 2002, p. 227), focusing on the experiences of strong poets as individuals has 

served to illuminate the phenomenon that they represent, that is partaking in the normative world 

yet not aligning completely with the norms. By taking a hermeneutic phenomenological 

approach, the underlying meaning, structure and essence of the narratives of strong poets has 

been illuminated (Patton, 2002).  

van Manen (1997) asserts that “hermeneutic phenomenology tries to be attentive to both 

terms of its methodology” (p. 180). The combination of the two methodologies draws from the 

descriptive nature of phenomenology and the interpretive nature of hermeneutics. A description 

of the life experiences of those who have lived the phenomenon of existing within the normative 

and yet do not represent the norms requires that the methodology allow for reflection and 

interpretation of an individual’s life story. These life stories have provided non-normative 
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perspectives on the standard of humanness in the world for people who traverse the margins of 

normativity.  

When researching lived experience, the data is found within the phenomenon. For the 

purposes of this study, that is the life experiences of the strong poets and their experiences 

contrasting the norms. van Manen (1997) suggests that this research requires that the 

phenomenon be “on one’s mind” (p. 57) and that the participants be consciously and reflectively 

aware of their experience. The approach to data collection in this study provided opportunities for 

the participants to reflect upon and discuss the specific aspects of this phenomenon. This process 

of making meaning created a hermeneutic circle of understanding, where through the connection 

of life stories to texts an understanding of the standard of humanness emerged. Texts were 

connected to participants’ personal experiences and discussed within a community of strong 

poets. Through this approach the data that emerged was both descriptive and interpretive. 

Research Ethics 

Prior to conducting any research I followed Queen’s University protocol and sought ethics 

clearance from both the Education Research Ethics Board and the General Research Ethics Board 

(Appendix A). As I was conducting the research with students from Queen’s University there was 

no need to seek ethical clearance from other organizations. I received informed consent from the 

participants that were selected through the sampling described below. I outlined the implications 

of the research including potential risk of participating in the study, specifically the potential 

emotional risks that are inherent in structured reflective practices (Patton, 2002, p. 404). It was 

made clear to the participants that they must not feel obliged to continue should they feel 

uncomfortable, and that they were able to withdraw from the study at any point without 

consequences. In order to protect the anonymity of the participants, any use of the data respects 

the privacy of the participants by concealing all identifying information such as names and 

locations mentioned. To accomplish this goal, pseudonyms were assigned to all participants.  
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Participants  

As a group, strong poets may not have many identifiable and unifying characteristics. This 

made locating participants a challenge. That said, for this study, I was able to identify nineteen 

teacher candidates, concurrent education students, graduate students, and teachers who were 

identified as strong poets by nominators from within the faculty of education. In identifying these 

participants, I relied on a description of strong poets articulated through a short narrative piece 

(Appendix B) written by a friend, completely independently from my study, that expresses the 

subtle differences and idiosyncrasies that signify a strong poet (e.g., Barone, 2001; Bloom, 1975; 

Smithrim & Upitis, 2001). The narrative illustrated someone who marches to the beat of his or 

her own drum and operates within normative society, yet does not represent the norms. It was 

meant to show someone who is confident, yet not conceited; self-assured, yet not arrogant. 

Through this narrative I was able to communicate the essence of what is meant by strong poet, 

and help potential nominators locate strong poets from their own lives. The focus on students, 

past and present, from the Faculty of Education was emphasized because these strong poets were 

no longer living through the normative pressures of school, and had the capacity to reflect upon 

their past school experiences. In addition, as educators they provided a dual vantage point both as 

learners and those who cultivate curricular spaces. This perspective serves to illuminate the 

experiences of strong poets as they resist normativity throughout their curricular lived 

experiences. 

Recruitment 

Following Taylor’s (2010) nomination recruitment approach, I recruited strong poets 

through nominations from faculty members at the Queen’s University Faculty of Education in 

Kingston, Ontario. I chose this population of nominators because they have access to a large 

number of teacher candidates. Nomination has been identified as an effective recruitment strategy 

in previous research. As a form of snowball or network sampling, it is valuable when potential 
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participants are disseminated throughout the general population (McMillan & Schumacher, 

2006).  

In order to access as many faculty members as possible, I sent them an email to request a 

brief meeting. The email included a Letter of Information (Appendix C). I met or corresponded 

over email with five nominators. At the meetings or through email, I described my study and 

shared with them characteristics of strong poets. These characteristics were articulated through 

the use of the previously mentioned narrative. Based on their understanding of the term strong 

poet, I asked the faculty members to nominate potential participants.  

Based on nominations from faculty members, I contacted nineteen strong poet nominees 

directly through their email addressees, which were provided by their respective nominator. I 

forwarded a Letter of Information to the nominees and asked them to consider participating in the 

study. Of the nineteen nominees, nine agreed to participate in the study. Due to the fact that 

several of the participants were completing their Bachelor of Education, which included a nine-

week practicum away from the faculty, the participants were split into two groups based upon 

their availability.  

Data Collection  

I collected data throughout the winter semester of the Queen’s University academic 

calendar (i.e., January to April, 2015). The first group met four times through the months of 

February and March for one hour each time. The second group met twice in April. Due to the 

time constraints of the Bachelor of Education program, the second group chose to meet twice: 

once for one hour and a second time for three hours. 

The extended time period allowed for personal reflection between each stage of data 

collection and while the second group did not have as much time between meetings, we were able 

to engage in meaningful conversation and cover the same topics as the first group. An extended 

time was necessary as the purpose of the study was to access the experiences of strong poets, a 
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term that is not commonly used and was not familiar to the participants; it took time for them to 

adjust to the idea that they were included in this group. Data were collected during four phases of 

data collection. 

Phase one. The first phase for the strong poet nominees was partaking in an introductory 

semi-structured interview (Appendix D), approximately 45 minutes in duration and audio 

recorded, which sought to sensitize the nominees to the concepts of strong poets, normativity, and 

a standard of humanness (Patton, 2002). 

Phase two. After having completed the introductory interview, each participant engaged in 

approximately four hours of focus group sessions that occurred at the Faculty of Education at 

Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario, Canada. Each session was audio recorded and all 

artifacts from the sessions were retained as data. These included collages made by the first group 

and free writing from the second group. The first group consisted of five participants from two 

nominators. This group was comprised of two-second year concurrent education students, one 

practicing teacher, one masters of education student and one Ph.D. candidate. The second group 

consisted of three Bachelor of Education students and one-second year concurrent education 

student.  

The sessions were centered on the interpretation of different pieces of text that discuss 

strong poets, normative boundaries, a standard of humanness, and experiences within the lived 

curriculum. By discussing the elements of a strong poet’s resistance of normativity multiple 

times, the research took the form of hermeneutic circles. This collaborative analysis amongst a 

group of people took “the structure of the conversational relation much more resembl[ing] the 

dialogic relation of what Socrates called the situation of ‘talking together like friends.’ Friends do 

not try to make the other weak; in contrast [they] aim to bring out strength” (van Manen, 1997, p. 

100). Each of these focus group sessions is explained below:  
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Focus group topic one. The first focus group topic covered looked to develop an 

understanding of what school is like for these strong poets as students as well as teachers. 

Participants engaged with the same narrative piece that was used to introduce the nominators to 

the idea of strong poets. This session was guided by the question: what is the relationship 

between the lived curriculum and strong poets’ identities? Participants read the excerpt and 

engaged in a conversation about what it would have been like for the student described in school 

and in society in general.  

Focus group topic two. The second topic covered by the focus groups was an exploration 

of a strong poet’s relationship to the normative. The time spent was guided by the question: what 

do normative boundaries mean to strong poets? To facilitate this exploration the participants 

engaged with colloquial sayings and images that celebrate those who resist normative boundaries, 

such as “marching to the beat of their own drum.” They were asked to bring one quote that they 

found online by searching for “nonconformist quotes.” After examining the artifacts supplied by 

participants, there was an opportunity to reflect upon their own experiences and discuss whether 

they felt the sentiments echoed in the artifacts are represented by the normative culture. Both 

groups shared popular quotes that encouraged nonconformity and both groups discussed the 

challenges they saw in following that path.  

Focus group topic three. The third focus group topic attempted to explore an anchoring 

experience—an experience that represents the participants’ resistance of the normative; a strong 

expression of self. The guiding question for this session was: what is the relationship between the 

lived curriculum and strong poets’ identities? The first focus group included several visual artists 

and they were asked to create a collage using a large variety of supplied art and craft supplies to 

create a visual representation of their understanding of what it feels like to resist the norm. One 

participant was not able to attend this session and therefore was not able to create an art piece. 

The second group was more comfortable writing than creating visual art. They brainstormed 
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twenty words that came to mind when they thought of non-conformity and then engaged in a 

fifteen-minute free write about their experiences with nonconformity. Both groups shared their 

creations and reflected as groups.  

Focus group topic four. The fourth and final focus group topic was guided by the question: 

How do strong poets perceive otherness and the standard of humanness? Participants read and 

discussed Diversity and inclusion: Toward a curriculum for human beings (Greene, 1993). 

Addressing Greene’s call for greater inclusion, participants engaged in a conversation about the 

potential for strong poets to contribute to a shift in humanness.  

Phase three. After completing four focus group sessions each participant engaged in a 

semi-structured exit interview. The purpose of this final interview was to allow the participants to 

articulate and share any final thoughts, conclusions, or reflections privately. This one-on-one 

interview also allowed them to express their thinking after having experienced the interpretation 

of texts with a group of strong poets.  

Phase four. This phase occurred after the collection of data and engaged the nominator. 

Each nominator was invited to participate in a short interview to discuss their reasons for 

nominating this particular individual. Three of four nominators were able to participate in this 

stage of the data collection. This interview took place at a location that was convenient to the 

nominator. The questions focused upon the nominators’ interactions with their strong poet 

nominees. The nominators were asked to discuss all of their nominees in one interview. As with 

the other data collected, the interviews were audio recorded and stored on a password-protected 

computer. This data was collected to lend an understanding of the choices the nominators made 

when recommending participants for this study and to develop an idea of their interpretation of 

what a strong poet looks like. This data was not used in this thesis as the focus became less about 

defining a strong poet and more about the lived experiences of individuals who live outside of the 

norm.  
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Data Analysis  

Data were analyzed in alignment with a hermeneutic phenomenological approach (Smith, 

1999; van Manen, 1997). Smith (1999) provides four guiding principles for hermeneutic 

phenomenology inquiry. These four principles ask that the researcher: (a) be attentive to the way 

language is used; (b) question the meaning of the language used and that meanings relationship to 

the whole; (c) consider the creation of meaning, not merely reporting it; and (d) commit to an 

ever-deepening appreciation of lived experience. With these four principles in mind, the analysis 

of this data paid close attention to the language that emerged, the meaning ascribed to specific 

language and experiences, as well as being willing to allow the data to challenge previously 

assigned meanings.  

Validity and Trustworthiness  

Trustworthiness and validity were built into this study through various strategies. As this 

study is guided by hermeneutic phenomenology, much of its validity relates to this 

epistemological tradition. By engaging in attempting to make meaning of the standard of 

humanness and how to expand it through reinterpreting normativity with the participants, through 

multiple activities and over the course of several meetings the participants and I engaged in a 

hermeneutic circle of understanding (Laverty, 2008). Koch (1995) asserts that this iterative 

process allows for interpretation of data at various stages, permits patterns to emerge, and that the 

conversation surrounding how these interpretations arise as well as the interpretive process itself 

are critical of the rigor of the study. Rather than traditional member checking I was able to ensure 

trustworthiness by revisiting the same core ideas and concepts consistently through an iterative 

process.  

 A challenge inherent in this form of data analysis is the researcher’s bias. I brought my 

own thoughts and expectations to my analysis and have had to pay careful attention to 

acknowledging my own impact upon the data. By entering a dialogic process with another 
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researcher, in which I discussed my findings, I was able to enhance the reliability of my analysis. 

In discussing the emerging themes and codes with another research (i.e., critical friend), I 

generated greater clarity about my analysis and ensured that my analysis reflected participants’ 

data (Patton, 2002). The various opportunities and modes of dialogue that were created 

throughout this study (i.e., interviews, narrative, conversations about personal experiences, 

discussions about related texts) contributed to the rigour of this study and have allowed for 

meaning to be created and revisited throughout the study (Smith, 1999).   
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Chapter 4 

Hermeneutic Windows 

This chapter explores the community that the participants created with in their focus groups 

and the findings that emerged from their engagement in a hermeneutic cycle to create meaning 

surrounding the idea of the expansion of the standard of humanness. The chapter will begin with 

a brief introduction to those who made up these communities of strong poets. These introductions 

include, whenever possible, a sample of art or writing created by the participant during the focus 

group sessions. Some participants were unable to attend all the sessions and thus were not present 

to participate in some of the engagements. The second portion of this chapter will engage with the 

essence of what emerged throughout the study. The essence will be presented through four 

hermeneutic windows. Through this community and their non-normative identities, the essence of 

expanding the standard of humanness through the reinterpretation of normativity emerged.  

Community Members 

The nine nominees who agreed to participate in this study were a diverse group of 

individuals. In the following pages are brief biographies for each participant. Most are presented 

with either the collage they created or an excerpt from their free-writing that was created in 

response to the prompt: “what does it feel like to resist the norm in school?” One participant was 

not able to attend the focus group meeting when we created the artwork and therefor does not 

have a piece represented here. These biographies are written using data that the participants 

shared with me or the group as well as my own reflections about their contributions to the 

communities that they were a part of. 
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Group one.  

Cassidy. 

 
 It was always challenging and never smooth. 

-Cassidy 
 
Cassidy grew up in a large city on the Canadian prairies where she later studied vocal 

music. She came to Queen’s originally to complete her Bachelor of Education degree. At the time 

of the study she was in the second year of the program. When asked why she was nominated 

Allyn spoke of the aura of “coolness” and confidence that she radiated. Cassidy brought a passion 

and honesty to the group that encouraged the same from the other participants in her group.  
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Patrick. 

 
 When do I even conform or not conform… I put on the best parts of myself, what 
people will think are the best parts of myself. Thinking about a new work situation, you 
may or not know anybody so you are just the new guy. There is a different normal in many 
of my jobs and I want to be known as professional or whatever or not a freak. How I talk 
changes depending who I am talking to. It is for survival. 

-Patrick 
 

Patrick came to Queen’s after a previous career. Patrick grew up in a large southern 

Ontario city. He identifies himself as a musician. He was able to make great connections between 

literature and what was discussed in focus group conversations that helped other participants to 

make deeper connections between themselves and the topics being discussed.  

 

 

 



 

40 

  

Cassandra. 

 

I was thinking about job interviews. I do this kind of gross thing when I go for job 
interviews. I dress up like I am not myself. I think it is a common practice. I put on this face 
of “professional Cassandra,” because some how it is more professional as a woman to 
slather crap on your face everyday, so that’s what I do. And when I go to the interview I try 
not to be my quirky self. I try to be just normal enough so that they will think “oh she’s 
quirky but we will hire her because she’s not that quirky.” And it is kind of a bummer that I 
have to do that but the first impression is so essential, because the assumption is if you’re a 
weirdo you are incompetent. 

-Casssandra 
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Cassandra was a former Bachelor of Education student at Queen’s University. After 

teaching internationally she returned to Kingston and at the time of the study was applying to the 

Master of Education program at Queen’s University. She grew up in southern Ontario and a large 

city in the province of Quebec. Cassandra identifies as a poet and often chose poetry as a medium 

for addressing and connecting with the conversations. She brought to the group a great ability to 

articulate her own place in a normative world and freely spoke of the challenges and rewards that 

her location within that world gave her.  

Del. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Del, during this study, was a second year concurrent education student at Queen’s 

University. He grew up in a small southern Ontario city where he attended a private high school. 

When speaking of her choice to nominate Del, Ardyn shared that Del had a way of captivating 

everyone around him, he would show up in class and people would accept his unique ways of 

participating without question. Despite his readily expressed frustration with post-secondary 
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education, Del is passionate about becoming an educator and loves volunteering in kindergarten 

classrooms. He brought a refreshing sense of humour and humility to the community.  

Jaden. 

I was at a stop light party; you wear red if you are taken, yellow if it is complicated 
and green if you are single. And I was like I am asexual and a-romantic. NO! This is like 
totally re-enforcing hetero-normativity. I was so angry. I was like fuck it! I am wearing 
black. And all the leaders questioned my lack of participation. 

-Jaden 
 

Jaden was one of the inspirations for this study. Jaden identifies as having fluid gender and 

uses the plural pronouns (they, their and them). As such I have chosen to honour Jaden by using 

the pronouns that they prefer when I refer to them. I first connected with them while they were 

hoola-hooping in one of the main corridors in Duncan McArthur Hall, where the Faculty of 

Education is located. They were completely content with themselves and clearly embracing their 

non-normative self. Jaden grew up in a large southern Ontario city and attended a specialized 

mathematics program in a large high school and is now enrolled in the concurrent education 

program at Queen’s University. In their group Jaden was the only person to come from a 

mathematic background and with their experiences navigating accepted gender norms provided a 

perspective and lived experience very different from their peers.  

Group 2. 

Tiffany.  

When unique people come together, they are not assimilating each other, but instead 
learning from each other and being unique together. 

-Tiffany 
 

Tiffany is a concurrent education student at Queen’s University and at the time of this 

study was in her second year. She is a music major and plays the clarinet. Tiffany grew up in a 

small Ontario town and is of first nations decent. Tiffany was another participant who helped to 

inspire this study. While I was her teaching assistant in a first year education course she and I 

spent a lot of time talking about the challenges that emerge in first year university. She wears her 
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individuality on her sleeve and is passionately and confidently unique. She brought this passion 

and confidence to her meetings and contributed many unique perspectives that prompted 

interesting responses from her group members.  

Rick.  

Rick was raised in a large southern Ontario city and attended a music focused specialty 

high school. He studied at Trent University and was studying to be a Intermediate and senior 

level history and English teacher. Rick was quiet and while he was not one of the more boisterous 

contributors to the group what he did add was thoughtful. Rick was nominated by a professor 

who he had regular curriculum courses with and it was the way in which he presented his work in 

class that got him noticed. He illustrated his uniqueness in a way that was authentic to him, 

quietly and thoughtfully.  

Gerome.  

… I don’t work out, I don’t have a girlfriend and I could go on about all the ways 
I’m not a stereotypical man. And while part of me celebrates these non-conformities, there 
is still a persistent desire and openness to conform, to have a family, a job that will pay 
bills and maybe even a night of the week when guys come over and drink beer. But I know 
myself now more than I ever did, and I realize, it’s not what I do or what I have but how I 
do it and how I maintain it and grow it. At a young age, as a teen say, it’s not at all about 
how you do anything it is all about the what. It’s not about “why” you have a drink it is IF 
you have a drink. It’s not about why you have sex, but IF you have sex and is she hot, let 
alone female. Our personal choices aren’t personal. And for many, these personal choices 
will never be claimed. And so I’m glad I survived not being cool by the world’s standards 
so that I could live to be cool by my own standards. 

-Gerome 
 

 Gerome completed his undergrad at Dalhousie University in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Prior to 

moving to the Maritimes he lived in a small town in Ontario. Gerome came to Kingston for his 

Bachelor of Education degree at Queen’s University. He was studying to be a primary and junior 

teacher. Gerome identified as a singer and songwriter and was nominated by a professor he 

worked with while partaking in the annual Bachelor of Education musical. Gerome brought a 

positive attitude and constructive approach to group discussions.  
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Justin.  

Rebellion/creativity proper is an active questioning (testing/challenging. Affirming: 
if the situation calls for it) of society’s FUNDAMENTAL PILLARS. One must be willing to 
test and throw away the things we hold dear if she finds them weak or flimsy. It is a 
necessary BETRAYAL of everything we know. In this context, the stakes of creativity are 
HIGH, as not only do they (creative) risk being misunderstood but worse: being 
understood to be a threat.  

-Justin 
 

Justin came to the Bachelor of Education program from the Trent University Concurrent 

education program. He was studying to be an English teacher and at the time of the study was 

applying to English Master’s programs. He identified as an author. Justin brought passion and 

thoughtfulness to the group meetings. He was nominated for his quiet resistance, though felt that 

it was his defiant attitude towards the program that got him noticed enough to be nominated.  

The Essence  

My aim in conducting this research was to explore how a group of individuals who have 

embraced their own unique narratives could expand the standard of humanness by reinterpreting 

normativity. The iterative process of data collection used in this research was inspired by 

hermeneutic phenomenology (Laverty, 2008) and has provided me with a model for making 

meaning of the vast quantity of information collected through the interviews, writing, art, and 

focus groups with the strong poet participants. In order to represent the essence of this research, I 

have constructed four hermeneutic windows, which provide a structure to focus on the essential 

elements of the concept, expanding the standard of humanness, by reinterpreting normativity 

from a strong poet perspective.  

Hermeneutic windows allow for a focused viewing of the tensions, difficulties and 

possibilities that arose. Hermeneutic windows “give us access to horizons of understanding that 

were not previously there – that is [they] help us see what we had not been previously able or 

willing to see” (Sumara, 1996, p. 128). The horizons presented through these windows bring 

together the expressed lived experiences of the strong poets who participated in this study, the 
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literature that surrounds and supports these experiences and my own reflections and thoughts 

(Gelfuso, 2013). These windows have been written in a manner true to hermeneutic 

phenomenological methodologies in that the writing has been a part of the analysis of the data. I 

have revisited these windows repeatedly every time adding detail, context, and connections. It is 

my hope that while reading across these windows that the reader may also engage in an act of 

hermeneutic analysis and be able to add to the windows as I have through my own readings.  

Through the data I constructed with my research participants, I developed four hermeneutic 

windows. The four windows represent four generative tensions related to the aim of the 

expansion of the standard of humanness by the reinterpreting of normativity from the 

perspectives of strong poets. I have titled these windows as follows: (a) awareness of self, (b) 

negotiating norms, (c) caring, and (d) creative resistance. The titles for these windows came from 

either the participants own words or my reflections as I worked through the iterative process. 

These windows represent the perspectives on the central idea that was developed by the 

participants while they visited and revisited the ideas of normativities, their lived experiences of 

school and their experiences with the standard of humanness.  

The reinterpretation of normativity in an effort to expand the standard of humanness can be 

heavily influenced by strong poets. Their ability to accept their own narratives and, as I will 

explore through the four windows, the narratives of others while creatively resisting and 

negotiating norms is important. It is important to the shift in thinking that will result in the 

expansion of the standard of humanness that will support an inclusion of all voices into a 

curricular landscape. 

Throughout these windows I have offset specific quotations. Coming from the participants, 

the quotations introduce the ideas that will come in the following paragraphs. These quotes are 

meant to stand alone and present the reader with some of the data that led me to the essence and 
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tensions that I discuss. They allow for a deeper appreciation of the voices of the participants and 

support the act of analysis that occurs while reading each window.  

Awareness of Self 

I’m just going to be me … but I’m not trying to be counter cultural, I’m just trying to 
be me and that happens, sometimes, to be pretty countercultural. Oh well! 

-Cassandra 
 

As we approached the end of our first focus group meeting, it became obvious to me that 

the participants were very much aware of themselves and their relationship to the world around 

them. The first group, in particular, was expressive about how they accepted being seen as 

“weird” and “different from those around them.” In her closing interview, Cassandra spoke of the 

feeling in the room when her group first met: “It was really nice to be in a room of people like 

me” she said, “it was really comforting and everybody likes to feel like they belong.” The sense 

of belonging was obvious to me and I am still amazed at how fast a close-knit community 

developed. Their willingness to share openly and honestly with each other about their own 

observations of themselves became an important part of our meetings. While participants 

acknowledged their differences, they were simultaneously aware of tensions that emerged from 

those differences, particularly because they were all quite used to navigating a sense of being 

different. 

Diversity always bears tension. All participants expressed a struggle of self-acceptance, 

moments where they themselves questioned their own diversity and the importance of living 

authentically. They discussed how these moments contributed to a hyperawareness of norms and 

cautioned how this tension slipped into bouts of experiences with mental health issues. 

I think it is hard for strong poets to love themselves because the world is telling them 
that they are weird and it is not about being weird. It is just about being yourself! 

-Cassidy 
 

Self-awareness requires that personal limitations and strengths be drawn into the light and 

acknowledged. This process can be a challenging engagement. The tension becomes even more 
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apparent when the world reinforces that you are “not like everyone else.” When I first started 

thinking about my participants, I was sure that they were unaware of the norms around them and 

thus were unaffected by pressures pushing them towards normativity. However, it quickly 

became obvious that not only were they aware of the norms, they were extremely aware of their 

location juxtaposed to normativity. Intrapersonal insight is essential to the development of 

schools that allow for unique narratives. Kincheloe (1998) argues through connections to Pinar’s 

curerre and an autobiographical approach to curriculum, through reflection and self-study, 

students and teachers become more self-aware. As the experiences shared by the community 

illustrate it is difficult to exist away from the norm even if you are accepting of yourself. It is this 

tension that can paralyze students as they make the effort to explore their subjectivities when the 

school system does not explicitly support such intrapersonal insights. 

A tension that is of particular relevance to this study lies between accepting ones self and 

the need to exist in an academic system. Within an academic system it is difficult to access and 

experience the curriculum if one is not viewed as truly legitimate (Greene, 1993). That is to say, 

people who do not see themselves represented within the curriculum will struggle to access it and 

thus be successful. During both our focus group meetings and the individual interviews, 

participants spoke of the challenges that come from working through an academic system that 

often expects conformity to a particular way of learning, working and an adherence to a particular 

culture. It is challenging to succeed in a system that requires conformity to achieve a life goal 

when the beat of your own drum is following a different cadence.  

Del shared an extreme example of this with his group. Although his life’s ambition was to 

be a kindergarten teacher, he decided to take a year away from academia because of his 

frustrations with the academic system. He struggled with the hypocrisy he saw in his peers as 

they spoke one way and behaved another, of being surrounded by privileged people who failed to 

see the injustice that he saw all around them. Of his peers in concurrent education he said that he 
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was tired of pretending to be like them. He was tired of trying to live up to the “con-eddy spirit.” 

Del struggled with addiction and self-worth and it was his hope that he would be able to refocus 

when he returned to school after his time off. In his concluding interview, he shared his struggles. 

I am in this bubble and I really learned that this year, especially because there’s so much 

more going on than what is here. And I just can’t even focus on school because of all that 

… I’m doing it and I’m like yup, I don’t really care about the scientific way your brain 

works, I want to go help those people with the scientific brains. But I don’t care how it 

works with serotonin and what not! (Del) 

This quote from Del illustrates not only his awareness that he is struggling to find his way 

through academia but, when combined with his decision to take a year away from school, his 

acceptance of what he knows about himself and his desire to take action. When Del shared this 

choice with the other participants in a focus group meeting he received the full support of all the 

other participants. They shared similar stories of taking time away from academia or their wish 

that they had taken that time when they were in his position. They acknowledged the importance 

of not only knowing yourself but taking the time to care for yourself.  

Without exception all the participants were able to share stories about the education 

system not quite fitting them. Some like Gerome picked and chose when to engage and excel 

in school and when not too. Gerome thrived on creative, productive work and would engage 

when assignments allowed him to embrace his creative side. Others like Cassidy learned 

early on to play the game of school and be sure the teachers liked her. While none of their 

experiences were unique to strong poets, it was their ability to connect through their 

experiences that lead to an expanded standard of humanness.  

 After expanding normativity to include all their experiences with academia, the 

community continued to share their narratives of their own struggles. The norm included 

them all. They had achieved inclusion that allowed them to be proud and acknowledge their 
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differences without being normalized (Greene, 1993). These struggles included their 

frustrations with their tendency to learn things the hard way.  

I believe part of what made the group able to accept each other’s norms was their need to 

be true to their own narratives. Cassandra added an example to a conversation that emerged at 

multiple points through out the groups meetings. “I’m starting to think most things I learned the 

hard way, maybe that’s another unifying characteristic that we are bent on changing the world 

instead of the world changing us.” The desire to maintain a personal narrative that is uninfluenced 

by the normalizing forces of the world, unified the participants. By sharing the narratives of their 

own self-acceptance the standard of humanness included all the narratives, the norm included all 

of their experiences.  

I’m dealing with my shit now, not when I am 50.  
-Del 

 
In an effort to improve schools and as Pinar (2011) argues align them with social and 

economic objectives, the individual has become rhetorical leaving little to no room for differing 

narratives. This lack of space makes accepting a personal narrative that is non-normative 

potentially alienating. The acceptance of your own narratives despite normative pressures is 

admirable, but to think that it comes without effort or cost would be to ignore an important aspect 

that most of the strong poets experienced.  

Personal mental health is, unfortunately, not a topic that is often shared openly. There is 

currently an effort to increase the dialogue and begin sharing the stories of the individual pursuit 

for mental well being. Included in this effort are large-scale initiatives such as Bell Canada’s  

“Let’s Talk” campaign to encourage the sharing of stories surrounding the struggle and survival 

in the pursuit of mental well being but it is still a topic that is uncomfortable for many to discuss. 

I was surprised just how open and willing to share the participants were, within a short time of 

meeting each other. By sharing their narratives, the participants included their own experiences 

into the focus group’s collective definition of the norms and thus expanded the standard of 
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humanness to include them all. The sharing of narratives has already been seen in Del’s example 

used above. The choice and the support to take time from school in an effort to maintain mental 

wellbeing united the group and gave them a point from which to connect, they were able to share 

their narratives.  

While discussing their take-away moments from participating in the study, two participants 

discussed the constant effort required to maintain mental wellbeing. In a discussion about the 

quotations chosen to represent the understanding of how society views non-conformity, Cassidy 

spoke of the challenges she experiences in being accepting of her own narratives:  

I do apologize for being myself quite a bit, which is really unfortunate and something I am 

working on not doing, because I am trying to love myself. Which is a really hard thing to 

do. It’s hard to love yourself when you feel like the world doesn’t understand you. We’re 

all still becoming. Our humanness is never stagnant. (Cassidy) 

By including Greene’s understanding that we are all in the process of becoming (1993), 

Cassidy not only articulated an expanded standard of humanness but, to me, one that is fluid and 

allows for change and flexibility.  

Cassandra expanded upon Cassidy’s reflection and articulated how she works against the 

potential isolation that can come from living outside the norm. She spoke of the struggle to 

maintain wellbeing while still being authentic to herself: 

I think a real piece of getting to be okay with yourself as a strong poet, like not 

being depressed and having to take lots of drugs, is that I don’t have to justify 

myself to anybody but myself. That doesn’t mean that I don’t have to justify 

myself, I have to justify myself to myself… for the sake of your loved ones, for the 

sake of your family, for the sake of your community, you’re doing it so that the 

community doesn’t get hurt. (Cassandra) 
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These comments emphasize one of the major challenges of living outside normativity of 

finding yourself to be different to those around you. The isolation and the detrimental impact to 

mental health challenged the participants when their lives were counter to the norms. 

As we approached the end of the first meeting, the conversation shifted organically to the 

topic of the participants’ own mental health. The members shared their experiences with various 

medications, the different therapies they had experienced, what their schedules looked like for 

self care over the next week before our next meeting. By sharing these experiences, the group 

illustrated that while the narratives were not identical, in fact they were quite varied, their 

experiences were normal, for this group. By gaining awareness of themselves and those around 

them, by knowing and sharing their autobiographies, they were able to gain awareness of the 

alternatives and possibilities in their lives (Kincheloe, 1998). 

The stigmatization surrounding even discussing the struggle to maintain mental wellbeing 

illustrates a norm that the participants found themselves juxtaposed against. The eagerness with 

which they discussed the challenges they faced in maintaining their mental health was a sign that 

they perhaps would have liked to share these challenges at other points. It is possible that they did 

share in group settings removed from the focus group, however it is certainly not the norm to 

share these struggles and publicly displaying these aspects of their autobiographies to a group of 

relative strangers could have been a huge risk.  

The eagerness to share their autobiographies and the struggles they had experienced with 

mental health signified they were happy to have the opportunity to connect through these 

challenges. That once the cultural norm had been re-written to allow for the expression of these 

experiences they no longer felt the pressure of being outside the norm. They had no need to attend 

to the juxtaposition between their identity and the norm. They felt an ease and comfort in their 

social interactions that stemmed from a reinterpreted understanding of the norms (Sumara, Davis, 

& Luce-Kapler, 2008).  
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The group’s ability to acknowledge their mental wellbeing and discuss it freely was an 

important part of their self-awareness and their understanding of each other and consequently 

their understanding of normal. With a reinterpreted understanding of normativity that includes a 

free sharing of narratives about mental health, as modeled by this community, an expansion to the 

standard of humanness is unavoidable.  

 We are almost hyper-aware of the normative pressures on us because we don’t 
necessarily fit all of the norms.  

-Cassandra 
 

From the outside it seemed as though while marching to the beat of their own drum the 

participants might be unable, or uninterested, in hearing the rhythms of those around them. 

Through the course of the individual interviews and the focus groups I became aware that those 

who were nominated as strong poets were in fact hyper-aware of norms that they were juxtaposed 

against. The participants’ hyper-awareness of a norm illustrates that through their self-awareness 

and their ability to locate themselves in relation to the norms around them, these norms remain 

important. Ignoring normativity will not remove the pressure to conform, more important is an 

understanding of the relative location of the norms to a personal narrative that will allow 

curriculum “to accept and engender individual difference from cultural normativities” (DeLuca, 

2011, p. 31).  

One participant, Tiffany, got great pleasure out of seeing people’s reactions to her own 

calculated juxtaposition to the norm, specifically the way she dressed and stood out from a crowd. 

The pursuit of this actually led her to change her style if others began adopting something similar. 

She spoke of her current wardrobe choices in our first meeting together:  

Usually, I wear my trench coat with a sweater underneath so I don’t have to button it up. I 

like the effect of it blowing in the wind behind me. That’s my personality. I like to feel like 

a cool person. I don’t think it is cool but it’s cool to me… Sometimes I think oh I wonder 

what I look like today, and then I think I look like me and I just keep walking! (Tiffany) 
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Her acknowledgment that while the choices may not be currently in style but seeing them 

as “cool” regardless, reflects the self-awareness that consistently came through the conversations 

held with participants as well as an approach to dealing with the hyper-awareness of the norms 

that was expressed. By knowing her location relative to the norms around her Tiffany was able to 

create her own narrative in relation to it. She was able to juxtapose her individual style with that 

of those around her, which gave her great confidence.  

Another approach, and amongst the participants of this study, the more common approach 

to the pressures of normativity, was to maintain a personal narrative with little regard for the 

norms. Justin expressed this in relation to his high school experiences, specifically his 

observations of his peer group from primary school. “My really good friends from elementary 

school got into smoking dope and partying and that kind of thing and it sounds stupid but I’m 

almost jealous that they got into smoking dope and partying because I didn’t and it looked fun 

from afar.” Justin maintained his own narrative; unlike Tiffany, he chose to allow his narrative 

to run parallel to the norms he observed.  

The pressures that Justin experienced in high school and the choice that he made are not 

uncommon in fact they may be the norm. Many adolescents feel the pressure to engage in risk 

taking behaviour of all kinds, some make healthy choices and others chose to engage in risky 

behaviour. For me, Justin provides a connection between my participants and all adolescents. He 

reminds me that despite the ability to follow their own narrative my participants like most, looked 

back on parts of their lives and considered the other choices that could have been made. The 

pressure, that we all experience, can be a site through which we connect. The reflection that 

Justin exhibited, the small piece of regret he felt, is a connection point between the participants 

and their peers. This level of self-awareness, if drawn out and encouraged at a curricular level 

could cause the standard of humanness to expand. Like the common ground found through the 
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connection the participants experienced over sharing their struggles with mental health seeing the 

struggles experienced by peers could allow a space for inclusion and acceptance of narratives.  

Through awareness of one’s self, an awareness of the world can emerge. Through 

intrapersonal insight and autobiography it is possible to “recognize the insidious way power 

operates to create oppressive conditions for some groups and privilege for others” (Kincheloe, 

1998, p. 133). In effect it is through intrapersonal insight and autobiography that the 

dehumanization that occurs in schools can be acknowledged. Once the dehumanization has been 

drawn into the light and with “a wider and deeper sharing of beliefs, an enhanced capacity to 

articulate them” (Greene, 1993, p. 213) “we can recognize each other in our striving, our 

becoming, and our inventing of the possible” (Greene, 1993, p. 219).  

Justin’s reflections of his high school experience illustrated, as does Tiffany’s reflection, 

his awareness of the norm. Unlike Tiffany, however, Justin did not feel the need to respond. He 

maintained his path, his focus on academia, and despite his admittance that “it looked fun from 

afar” he is still only “almost jealous.” He did not change despite his peer group’s change in 

behaviour. His strength and self-awareness allowed him to maintain his own narrative. Both 

Justin and Tiffany acknowledge the norms around them and their relation to them. Though they 

responded differently they both were able to create their own narratives that were authentic to 

themselves and true to their self-awareness.  

Through all the participants’ self-awareness and their willingness to articulate their 

experiences with mental health and their hyper-awareness of the norms, largely due to their 

acceptance of themselves, the group was able to accept each other. They were able to expand 

the standard of humanness within their own communities by accepting the varying and often 

disparate norms of their peers, by reinterpreting normativity. Through the window of self-

acceptance the expansion of the standard of humanness and the reinterpretation of normativity 

helps move towards a curriculum that encourages the unique narratives of all involved.  



 

55 

  

The tensions that diversity brings can make it difficult to accept one’s self. The 

participants in this study sometimes struggled to accept themselves and there were moments 

where they questioned their identities in relation to the norms that surrounded them, sometimes 

to the detriment of their mental health. Their hyper-awareness of the norms and their relation to 

those norms that pressured them made them more attuned to the challenges of diversity. The 

awareness of their own relation juxtaposed to norms and their acceptance of their authentic 

selves encourages an expansion of the standard of humanness to a point where all the diverse 

narratives that exist can be acknowledged and represented within a curriculum that alienates no 

one.  

Negotiating of Norms 

I see an unwillingness of people to navigate the norms… I believe that there’s 
tremendous potential for people that want to work within the norm and to not let it shape 
them…It is the willingness to speak a language and understand and that’s, I think, the 
future. 

-Gerome 

From the intrapersonal insight that was exemplified by several participants I will now turn 

to a hermeneutic window that seeks to examine the tensions between the participants and the 

world around them, specifically the norms that they have been juxtaposed against. Once I became 

aware that the participants in this study were not only conscious of their own identities but also 

how those identities related to the norms they were surrounded by, I had to stop and reflect. If 

they were aware of the norms, why did they often contrast them? The answer came from 

Cassandra. She called it a negotiation, between her self and the norms. What I had called resisting 

normativity, she articulated as a negotiation. The importance of the negotiation and the challenges 

inherent within the act were, for Cassandra, best illustrated by her lived experiences with school: 

I recognize that you have to bend. We have to live together. Yes, we will find common 

ground. It is more like you’re just living in your abnormality as opposed to resisting the 

norm. School is just socialization, that’s what it is… There’s people who resist the norm 
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and there’s people who enforce it. And it’s a matter, I think, of teaching the people who 

enforce the norm how to do it, nicely, gently in a nurturing way as opposed to…. It’s a 

negotiation. (Cassandra) 

Cassandra draws attention to important tensions visible from this hermeneutic window that 

when coupled with literature and reflection illustrate the challenges that caused the participants to 

negotiate the norms, that forced them to pick and chose when to conform and when to go against 

the norm. She not only has awareness of norms but also of the pressures of normativity that she 

experienced. And perhaps most importantly she appreciates the role her lived experience of 

schooling has on both these tensions. These tensions draw attention to the essence of the struggle 

to negotiate norms and a challenge that is inherent in the reinterpretation of normativity. 

I think every kid kind of had the hunger, every kid wanted to be accepted. No, maybe 
every kid didn’t, I certainly did. I just wanted to be accepted but I also wanted what made 
me different to be celebrated but socially I think kids normitize or normify… normal 
whatever. 

-Justin 
 

A lot of people conformed for acceptance. 
-Tiffany 

 

When I first sat down with the participants they all were reluctant or unable to articulate 

what might be considered a norm in the world around them. Their responses to one of my first 

questions asked during the initial, sensitizing interview: “How would you describe the norms 

around you?” was met predominantly with “umms” and “err ahhs.” The participants had not spent 

as much time, as it turns out, as I had specifically articulating either the norms that existed around 

them or the pressures that normativity can exert. 

 As the study progressed and they engaged in the focus groups their thinking shifted. By 

the final interviews they all had much more to say about how the norms had impacted them, 

particularly in their young academic lives. While it is not especially surprising that they were 

better able to articulate their understanding of norms, we did discuss the impact of normativity 
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within the focus groups. By reminiscing and reflecting on the pressures that normativity had 

placed on them through their lives the participants were able to make connections to their lived 

experiences and they were able to see the pressures they had experienced. The participants felt 

that the pressures emerged from the norms that surrounded their professional lives as well as their 

personal lives. These pressures elicited from some participants the feeling of fighting for survival, 

the need to negotiate those pressures, those norms, in order to maintain their sense of self.  

As I have previously mentioned, norms are supposed to relieve pressures and reduce the 

demands on conscious thought (Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2008). And while this is 

generally the case for most people, “there are ways of speaking and telling that construct silences, 

create “others,” invent gradations of social difference necessary for the identification of certain 

kinds of norms” (Greene, 1993, p. 216). It is the creation of others that places pressure on those 

who do not conform to the norms. This pressure can lead to a sense of the need to survive as 

opposed to thrive, and this tension provides space to encourage a reinterpretation of normativity 

in order to expand the standard of humanness.  

Working within the norms was a challenge expressed by a few participants. It was in their 

professional lives that Gerome and Justin found normativities particularly prevalent. Justin spoke 

of the increased pressure that exists in a professional context: 

I think there’s more on the line when you get into a professional community and your 

reputation translates directly to what kind of house you can have, and the kind of 

opportunities your kids, your future kids, have. (Justin) 

Gerome, however, had a different take on the pressures of normativity in his professional 

life. Having spent summers working in a heavily bureaucratic organization where the norms were 

pervasive, Gerome found that the pressures encouraged his creative side and spurred him on. He 

enjoyed juxtaposing the norms and providing the outside the box, march to the beat of his own 

drum perspective. It is by navigating the path less traveled and the spaces away from the norm 
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that innovations can be made. It is the eccentricities of individuals and the ways in which they 

approach challenges that encourages advancement (Sumara & Davis, 2007). By thinking outside 

the norm, Gerome provided his colleagues and employers with much more than if he had 

maintained the status quo. 

While Gerome thrived under the pressures of the norm, that was not always the case for all 

of those who participated in the study. Cassidy’s example of what can happen when the norms are 

followed despite one’s self is poignant and goes a long way to express the importance of 

accepting and following your own narrative and of intrapersonal insight. She illustrated what can 

result when norms are followed when they run counter to your identity. When asked how she felt 

about the pressures of normativity this was her response: 

I really feel uncomfortable about them and I really; actually it’s a struggle, a personal 

struggle for me that I have to deal with. I have to convince myself that what I’m doing at 

whatever moment is not about being normal. Sometimes I just need to remind myself that 

it’s OK… that what I am doing is OK. What I want to do to be happy, because I’m not 

somebody else I’m just myself. Because I’ve been married… so when I got divorced, when 

I broke up with my husband at 25, I don’t know, I felt really sad but I felt sad in that I 

expected my life to go in a certain direction which was like five years later, which would 

be now be having a kid or five years after getting married, thinking about having a baby or 

buying a house, settling down. (Cassidy) 

Cassidy felt immense pressure to get married, and even after she divorced her husband felt 

as though she had failed at executing her life’s trajectory as it was supposed to be, she had failed 

to stay married, failed to have children when she felt she was supposed to. Identities and the 

cultural norms that impact them have a profound impact on the perceived correct trajectory of the 

life script that we experience. Veering from that trajectory can be pressuring and result in angst. 

However, conforming to the expectation created by the norm can also have detrimental effects. It 
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is the “societal effect of associating normality with rightness” (Davis, Sumara & Luce-Kapler, 

2008, p. 47) that caused Cassidy to ignore the pull from the norm that was authentic to her 

identity and caused her to struggle to accept her own, authentic narrative.  

To mitigate the effects of resisting her own identity and of ignoring her intrapersonal 

insight, Cassidy had to draw on her strength to survive. Gerome shared his thoughts on the 

struggle to survive when asked to reflect on a free-write he completed in response to the prompt: 

What does navigating non-conformity look like to you?  

It really is surviving, I think. I used that word on purpose because a lot of people don’t 

survive. And so there’s times when I didn’t feel like surviving it or feel like I would. And 

of course like you almost don’t want to, especially in grade seven and eight for me, that 

was a really tough time I just wanted to be cool so badly and that’s always stuck but I’ve 

done that in other ways, I think, I am now, in some circles, considered “cool” because I 

think I do it for me first now, you know. (Gerome)  

Both Cassidy and Gerome survived the tension that they experienced by conforming to the 

norm. They survived. The negotiation of norms, the choice of when to conform and when to 

follow your own narrative, the decision to go with the flow or fight the tide is not an easy tension 

to negotiate. As Gerome has illustrated it is an action with a direction that is dependent upon the 

scenario and the norms being navigated and as Cassandra mentioned the lived experience of 

school can provide the arena for the renegotiation of the relationship between those who enforce 

and those who resist the norms.  

I think it happened more than often that you sacrificed your individuality in order to 
gain some belonging. 

-Rick 
 

I think I found some sort of middle road, a way to play the game. 
-Patrick 

 
The cultural norms in a school can represent many elements of identity. Race, sexual 

orientation, cultural upbringing even interest are all centers around which students may group 
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together. This can become problematic if you do not align strongly with any one group and 

presume that everyone will find somewhere to gravitate towards. As Pinar (2011) said the 

individual is missing in action and while the rhetorical individual may be able to find something 

to align with in the multitude of choices this presumption leaves no space for those who can not 

find a place or those who find commonalities in their exile from dominant culture.  

Cassandra experienced this tension when she was in high school in Quebec, Canada.  

There was definitely a culture at my school. But the way I look back on it there’s a lot of 

about it that was good and there was a lot that was bad. Drugs were a real problem. Hard 

drugs, were a real problem, all kinds of drugs. But there was a lot of options. It wasn’t like 

that was the only thing that was going on. We had extra curricular plays all the time. They 

were parallel cultures. There were many norms to choose from. (Cassandra) 

Cassandra was able to find a place for herself within the school culture that did not take her 

to some of the less healthy norms that were available in her school. If they had she may not have, 

as Gerome mentioned, survived the pressure of the norms, she may not have been successful at 

negotiating the normativities.  

Cassandra found her place within the landscape of school. Tiffany also told of her 

experience negotiating the norms of high school and the norms in her first year of university and 

the power that can come to humanize each other when people are true to their own narratives.  

I was one that didn't want to be noticed. I found that did change between high school and 

here I've noticed that I’ve become more like I'm going to be me and I don't care what 

people think. I'm just going to go! And it felt a lot better because when you assimilate to 

everything, you’re not being you and when you’re not being you you’re not being true to 

anyone else. You’re not being true to yourself… also then takes away your individuality, 

which is just one of the big things that make us human. (Tiffany) 
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By negotiating the pressures of the lived experiences and the pressures of normativity the 

participants illustrated the tensions that can emerge when reinterpreting normativity. They were 

able to find their place juxtaposed to the norms and make space for their own version of the 

individual.  

She has an awareness of a norm but also the pressures of normativity that she experienced. 

And perhaps most importantly she appreciates the role her lived experience of schooling has on 

both the other tensions. These tensions draw attention to the essence of the struggle to negotiate 

norms and a challenge that is inherent in the reinterpretation of normativity. By expanding the 

standard of humanness and reinterpreting normativity the “ways of speaking and telling that 

construct silences, create “others,” invent gradations of social difference necessary for the 

identification of certain kinds of norms” (Greene, 1993, p. 216) can be expanded as well. 

Caring 

So much of it comes down to person to person [interactions] and people humanizing 
each other, continuing to try to work against the stereotypes and negative experiences with 
other people, always trying to give other people the benefit of the doubt.  

-Patrick 
 

After examining the essence of the acceptance of self and the intrapersonal, to the 

negotiation of norms and inter-relationships with the outside world from the perspective of the 

participants, I have turned the focus to the acceptance of human beings, humanizing humans. One 

large step towards the reinterpretation of normativity is accepting other people’s versions of 

normal. The more time I spend with this window the more I have thought about the lessons that I 

learned in kindergarten. It seems to me that at a young age we are taught the importance of 

accepting those around us. We are taught to listen to each other, we are taught to share, and we 

are taught that we must show those we interact with kindness and care. I know that this is not 

everyone’s experience of the first years of school and that it is when the normalization begins, but 

it seems to me that this is the intent of those first years. I am not sure where these lessons get lost 

along the way. As time passes it seems that we allow the desire to compartmentalize and 
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categorize what is around us to let us forget that people are much more than the categories and 

stereotypes we associate them with. We forget what we learned in kindergarten and stop treating 

many of those around us like humans; it seems that the standard of humanness shrinks as we 

grow up.  

The pressures that normativity can place on a person were all too familiar to the 

participants in this study. This window allows for the focus to fall upon the importance that the 

participants placed upon reaching out to and accepting other people that they interacted with in 

their day-to-day life. The tension for the participants emerged from discussions around socially 

acceptable versions of nonconformity. The participants felt that when nonconformity moves too 

far from the norm, when someone is too different, people struggle to humanize them. These 

challenges caused the participants in the study a great amount of angst not only in terms of their 

own nonconformity but when they saw others being normalized.  

In both groups of participants, they frequently discussed their frustrations surrounding how 

to humanize each other and the failures of others to humanize those around them. The most 

common way that the participants dealt with the lack of humanization they saw around them was 

to recognize people and connect with each other, hear each other’s stories. The participants not 

only spoke of their desire to humanize each other but also illustrated it through the way they 

interacted with those in their groups. As I mentioned earlier, I was amazed at how quickly and to 

what depth everyone connected. Through their community people who did not always fit the 

norms felt that their own unique version of normativity was accepted. Their voices were heard 

and normativity was reinterpreted to include their identities. Normal included each of their norms, 

each of their ways of being human. They all saw each other’s versions of the norm as acceptable 

ways to be human.  

We don’t accept people who live outside the norm until they’ve succeeded, until it’s 
been digested, been made palatable. 

-Gerome 
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Deviation from the norm is rarely socially acceptable. As Sumara (2007) discussed it does 

not take much variation from a cultural norm to be seen as different and different is often seen as 

unacceptable and wrong. The further from the norm a person deviates the more unacceptable they 

become. In our discussions that tried to get to the essence of what living outside the norm can 

look like, the second group in particular, discussed how they felt the navigation of norms in the 

modern world was fraught with trials. Our conversation moved towards the backlash that those 

who diverge from the norm, even just once, even if it is just a slip of the tongue, experience. We 

then discussed how difficult it can be to recover from the resulting ostracization.  

The group spoke of the ways in which communities police their members to be sure that 

they stay within the margins of what has been deemed appropriate. We spoke of Internet culture 

and how one step away from the norm can result in severe repercussions from the community. 

Justin shared stories he had heard from international news sources about people who tweeted or 

posted inappropriate comments in an effort to be humorous, only to have the online community 

severely chastise them for their words. In some cases the people who had offended the Internet 

community had to make extreme changes in their lives, from adopting a new online persona to 

physically moving to a new city in order to protect themselves from repeated assaults. The second 

focus group saw this as an extreme example of what happens when someone strays from the norm 

and of the lengths a community will go to bring someone back into acceptable, normative ways of 

being.  

I think we should be sharing our experiences. We should be less defensive. We 
should be giving people more the benefit of the doubt. Humanizing each other, forgiving 
each other. 

-Patrick 
 

It can be challenging to include all identities into a standard of humanness, to humanize all 

humans, to accept diversity. Accepting even those whose identities juxtapose norms held dear can 

be uncomfortable for some people. However, in order to address “the savagery, the brutal 

marginalizations, the structured silences, the imposed invisibility so present all around” (Greene, 
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1993, p. 211) a curriculum that “can help provoke persons to reach past themselves and to 

become” (Greene, 1993, p. 220) and recognize all those who live and learn within, that accepts 

diversity, is necessary. But as the humans I had the pleasure of speaking with through out this 

study articulated acknowledging people, despite their differences can be quite the challenge for 

some. To the participants in this study however, this was not a challenge that they saw as 

insurmountable.  

Through all the stages of this study several participants expressed frustration over the way 

people treated one another. The lack of humanity they saw in the daily interactions between 

people frustrated them. Some were bothered by the way they were treated for their counter-

normative behaviours but more consistently the participants were frustrated by the way other 

people were treated for behaving contrary to the norm. Overall the participants were positive and 

concerned most with how to help others to be human to one another. Not unlike Greene (1993), 

Patrick felt ill at ease with the treatment of people around him, particularly when those people’s 

norms were not accepted: 

Humans are always going to be shitty to each other, there are days when I believe that’s 

true and those are bummer days, I need to have hope that we can be different. We need to 

find a way to stop being shitty to one another, why can’t we find a way for us all to be who 

we are and be ok with it? I’m fine if people want to be super weird or super normal I’m 

fine. (Patrick) 

Patrick and the other participants were all concerned about the standard of humanness they 

saw in the world around them. They saw people being marginalized for not fitting the expected 

norms.  

Del was also preoccupied with the inhumanity he perceived in the world around him. 

Within minutes of the start of our first focus group, Del expressed an idea that he had had and 

been mulling over. He felt that to make the world a better place people must understand each 
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other and know each other better, which in Del’s mind would lead to people treating each other 

more humanely. He thought that everyone should walk around with one sentence posted above 

their heads, a sentence that would share something about that person, something that you would 

not know if you did not speak to them. By reading the sentence when you met someone new you 

would instantly know him or her better. Upon knowing each other better people would treat each 

other better. To me, the heart of Del’s idea is to recognize each other. Similar to Greene (1993), 

Del felt that “we all need to recognize each other in our striving, our becoming, our inventing of 

the possible” (p. 219). While instantly sharing one personal fact about ourselves when we first 

meet someone is not likely to happen, it does draw attention to the importance of recognizing one 

another.  

For Del, the best way to accomplish this recognition of each other is to reach out to people, 

to see them, to acknowledge them, to care for them. Noddings (1999) draws attention to the 

complicated definitions that exist for the word ‘care.’ These definitions include a relationship 

between a person caring and someone being cared for and also the physical action of doing 

something for another person to illustrate the relationship. Del wished for all people to engage in 

a simple act to make people feel cared for and human. He saw care as the simplest way to 

recognize someone.  

Why not to do something for somebody else, and have them be happy. And frankly it 

makes you probably more happy than them… There’s little things you can do for 

everyone. Giving a homeless guy a cigarette, just simple things like that. It makes sense. 

But you have to see it. You have to go through something that tells you the people who 

need more help than I do. You could make that day. It cost me nothing. (Del) 

For Del taking the time to make someone feel important, feel like they mattered to him was 

a small way for him to help people feel human and included. Greene (1993) and Noddings (1999) 
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draw attention to the need to humanize each other, to draw attention to the individual and his/ her 

unique identity, to care.  

As Noddings (1999) discusses, care can mean much more than an action. Del’s struggles 

have caused him to seek the care of others. Through these experiences he now can bring a 

different perspective on caring and thus humanizing to the conversation. Del attended Alcoholic’s 

Anonymous meetings. He often used these meetings as examples for both the lack of humanity he 

sees and the potential for humanization that he imagines. From a conversation about accepting 

ones self, and being true to their own narratives Del shared his hope for how people can care for 

one another. 

If life could be like an AA meeting, it’s nothing to do with the alcohol, it’s about 

everybody sitting in a room together, all wanting to get better at the same time. And 

talking about stuff and connecting with other people and identifying with each other and 

learning, and everybody can go around and speak the truth and nobody is going to judge 

and if you do judge, you’re the asshole. And if life could work like that, it would be 

amazing. (Del)  

Ultimately for Del, humanizing each other came down to caring for each other, to 

recognizing each other. He was not the only one who saw it this way. Patrick expressed, “The 

need to take responsibility for one another… I think the thing is accepting difference, caring for 

those who you don’t understand” (Patrick). As a community, the participants embodied the spirit 

of caring that Del and Patrick articulated.  

The essence of accepting others is, on the surface, seemingly simple. Ideas such as 

listening to each other, helping each other, supporting each other and caring for one another are 

concepts taught to children from an early age. However if these lessons were carrying forward 

through elementary school and into the later grades and further into adulthood Greene’s call 

would not be necessary, there would be no call for an expansion of the standard of humanness, 
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there would be no need to reinterpret normativity. Accepting one another is a simplified answer to 

a complicated question that begs to be answered. 

Creative Resistance  

I think that there is a spectrum between cute creative and rebel creative. 
-Justin 

This window focuses on the creative resistance exhibited by the participants in this study. 

Through the creative resistance of norms the participants presented authentic narratives of their 

lived experiences. They juxtaposed the norms in authentic ways. This creative resistance of the 

norms allows for a freeing of “the frozen and false forms individuals take on in schools” (Pinar et 

al., 1996, p. 493) and for the participants of this study provided an opportunity to present their 

unique and poetic narratives.  

These unique narratives can be seen as an expression of self. However, as Pinar (1994, 

1998) concluded, through his readings of Nietzsche, there is no authentic self, only fictive selves. 

These are planned and constructed through the myths we create and the stories we tell. These 

myths and stories are an aesthetic expression, a representation of a poetic self. This poetic self lies 

at the heart of the strong poet experience. My participants’ need to navigate the normativity that 

is pervasive throughout their school experiences led to consciously resisting those norms that 

juxtapose their identity or being strategically normal depending upon the situation. In order to 

navigate these spaces they often called upon creativity and originality. As Greene (1993) said in 

her call for a movement towards a curriculum for human beings, a central role for the arts and 

creativity in the curriculum “can awaken us to alternative possibilities of existing, of being 

human, of relating to others, of being other” (p. 214) thus expanding the standard of humanness 

through the reinterpretation of normativity.  

We thrive on people playing roles and the role of the strong poet is to push the 
margins, but everyone can’t be pushing margins. 

-Justin 
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Contrary to my original suspicions and as I have established in earlier windows, the 

participants in this study were very much aware of normativities and the pressure that they 

experienced because of their juxtaposition to norms. A few of the participants acknowledged 

consciously resisting norms and were very specific and articulate about why they chose to do so. 

Their reasoning aligns with the tensions in the earlier windows as well. The self-knowledge, the 

acceptance of others and negotiation of norms all required them to consciously go against the 

norm from time to time.  

Tiffany was quite outspoken about her conscious resistance and push back against the 

norm. She took pride in her unique narrative. In her first interview we talked at length about how 

she felt about normativity:  

I, personally, am not one of those [people who fights against what everyone else does], 

like a rebel of society or I don’t know. To me it’s very much like everyone else sees it as 

just adapting and I see it as assimilation and I really don’t approve of it assimilation. I 

think everyone has a voice and everyone has a style. (Tiffany) 

Tiffany went on to say that some people genuinely fit the norm and are happy being within 

it and others are happy to work to fit the norm, but the most important thing to Tiffany not be like 

the people she saw around her. Tiffany had space for all the narratives that she encountered. As 

long as she felt accepted she returned that acceptance in kind.  

Both Patrick and Gerome articulated a specific norm that they consciously worked 

against. They both felt that the traditional norms surrounding masculinity and white privilege 

were not only juxtaposed to their own identities but were unaccepting of other humans. 

Patrick spoke of his efforts to go against these norms: 

I did resist the myth of maleness and the myth of masculinity. I tried very hard to actively 

do things that were supportive of struggles against white dominance and racism and stuff, 

and so [I engaged in] a lot of the music and sort of subcultures that I felt were really trying 
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to resist and change those sorts of things. (Patrick) 

Gerome consciously juxtaposed himself to the traditional gender norms that aligned with 

masculinity. He felt he was far from the stereotypical white man. Patrick and Gerome were both 

resisting categorization, neither of them wanted to be seen in such simplified terms. They were 

choosing not to align with a definable label, to go against the societally acceptable definitions of 

what it means to be a man.  

I have struggled from early on in this study with the need to label my participants, in fact 

the first thoughts of this study were to seek a concrete definition of the strong poets I had 

experienced. I thought I needed a checklist of what was required to live a poetic life juxtaposed to 

the norms. The more I thought the more I realized that the label and the definition were not what 

mattered. As I have discussed earlier those who participated in this study seemed to defy 

definitions and the need to call them strong poets, for the ease of writing, has been a tension for 

me. As part of the iterative process of reflection and analysis I have become comfortable with 

moving further from labeling and closer to the acceptance of the non-normative and poetic 

narratives that expressed the life stories of my participants with out needing to categorize and 

compartmentalize them. The use of labels and the categorization of individuals have caused 

tension for others as well. Both Pinar (2011) and Greene (2001) speak against what Pinar refers to 

as the violence that results from categorization. Through the experiences of the participants and 

my own struggles with the labeling of my participants I can now see that their conscious 

resistance against the labeling that ties them to specific norms as a very normalizing pressure in 

itself. To define my participants would be a disservice, would sell them short, would limit them.  

There are times when you have to be strategically normal, you have to hoop jump 
unfortunately the way life is set up and society is set up is that it is designed for people that 
are quote-unquote normal so you have to bend a little bit and actually when you do that it 
is actually pretty painful… because I feel like I am being dishonest with myself. 

-Cassandra 
 



 

70 

  

 In order to maintain their poetic selves, their non-normative identities, there was a need for 

the participants to carefully navigate and establish a balance between their selves and the norms. 

Many of the participants felt that they often had to choose to conform to the norms in order to 

thrive and at times in order to survive. As was established in a previous window the pressures of 

normativity can have an adverse effect on individuals particularly their mental health. This 

tension was managed by the participants in their negotiation of when, how and why they chose to 

conform to the norms.  

When asked to share specific examples of being strategically normal, several participants 

shared experiences involving their professional lives. Cassandra felt that while she needed to 

contain her quirky-ness, she felt she could not be too quirky. Patrick noticed that it was his tone 

of voice and language that changed the most to fit specific situations. They felt as though they 

could not be themselves in order to be successful. Sumara and Davis (2007) draw attention to the 

importance of perspectives that come from outside the center. They draw attention to the number 

of innovations that eccentric individuals, those who strayed from beaten paths, are responsible for 

throughout the twentieth century. Yet some of the participants in this study felt the need to 

conform in professional settings more than anywhere else. Cassidy chose to navigate norms and 

be strategically normal in professional situations as well. While attending an academic conference 

she acknowledged the need to look professional, but chose to push the margins just enough to still 

be comfortable with herself.  

One of the things that I really try to do is be honest with myself and be true to who I am 

and so when I have to be strategically normal I try to do it as little as possible or in the 

way I can be strategically normal in a way that reflects who I am like going to a 

conference and wearing a jacket that you can wash in the washing machine and like a 

giant [campus radio] pin, jeans and sneakers. Instead of like a suit because I don’t own a 

suit and I don’t want to own a suit I don’t think I need to own a suit. I don’t need to dress 
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in black to be considered a professional. I can. Like today, I’m not wearing coloured 

tights right now, there is nothing decorating my legs this is wacked and that feels weird 

and kind of uncomfortable. I wear makeup because I like to you know and I put my 

makeup on the way that I want to its not, I’m not doing that to be, to fit within a specific 

gender norm I think like makeup is a really fun way of like expressing yourself. (Cassidy) 

For Cassidy she was able to use her outward appearance to maintain her identity while 

conforming to the normative professional culture. For Jaden, choosing when to fit normativities 

was a very different experience, an experience that reflected the immanent need to conform in 

order to ensure safety.  

I can see the strategic normality as a way of, like, you have to be able to use it to like, 

almost like as a safety thing. I know in my everyday life I use “they/ them” pronouns and 

for my practicum, I’m probably not going to, because I’m going to meet this teacher and 

I’m going to know her for 3 weeks, and I don’t feel like trying to deal with that. Because 

I know nothing about her, um, for all I know she could be incredibly homophobic. 

(Jaden) 

Jaden’s strategic choice reflects the importance of being able to chose when to conform to 

normativities and when to resist.  

By expanding the standard of humanness and reinterpreting normativity to include all 

kinds of narratives and expressions of those narratives beyond the rhetorical individual that 

emerges from broad categories, the dehumanization that caused some of the participants in 

this study to feel unsafe or dishonest with themselves could be mitigated. Greene (1993) 

attributes the inability of some students to access the curriculum to this dehumanization. 

While I see the ability of my participants to be strategically normal as a strength and a means 

for survival I worry about those without the strength to creatively resist the norms or be 

strategically normal in order to maintain their unique-ness.  
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Closing Thoughts  

If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a 
different drummer. Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured or far 
away. 

-Henry David Thoreau 
 

When combined with literature and my own analysis the essence of this data can be 

articulated in the four hermeneutic windows: (a) awareness of self, (b) negotiating norms, (c) 

caring, and (d) creative resistance. Through the use of hermeneutic windows I have been able 

to explore the data that emerged through the course of this study. I believe that while this data 

does not provide a concrete and specific road map for reaching the horizons that can be 

glimpsed from these windows, the data does provide an articulation of some of the pit stops 

along the way towards a curriculum for human beings.  

Through my own analysis I believe that the reinterpretation of normativity is essential in 

the expansion of the standard of humanness. It is my hope that while reading about the lived 

experiences of these individuals the reader has been able to perform their own act of analysis, 

come to their own conclusions and contribute to the conversations that exist around the expansion 

of the standard of humanness. It is my hope that through these windows the horizons that lead to 

a more inclusive and accepting curriculum that accepts the narratives of all the players can be 

witnessed if not examined, allowing a path to be charted that will take curriculum closer towards 

accounting for all human beings. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

From the very beginning of this study, I have sought to better understand individuals “who 

write [their] lives like a poem, who march to [their] own drum, whose identity is strong enough to 

withstand the many influences of the dominant culture” (Smithrim & Upitis, 2001, p. 21). The 

participants in this study were able to show me many different ways that they lived their unique 

narratives as strong poets. They represented different backgrounds and interacted with many 

different societal norms. They had experienced life as an ‘other.’ Their otherness did not stem 

from a social location amongst a marginalized group (e.g., gender, race, socio-economic status); 

rather as can be examined through the hermeneutic windows, they navigated the spaces between 

normativities even from within the dominant culture. Some of the participants in this study did 

identify with marginalized identity categories. For example Jaden identified as asexual and a-

romantic, gender and cultural categories that are frequently marginalized. Like other participants 

who were identified with marginalized categories Jaden’s experiences extended past the 

boundaries of normativity. They navigated the spaces outside the norm extended past those 

boundaries, sometimes fitting the normativities and sometimes being counter normative. In 

essence, the participants in this study provided voices from outside normative narratives that were 

as varied and unique as they were.  

Their voices contribute to the ever-expanding landscape of curriculum, by adding voices to 

the complicated conversation about the standard of humanness (Greene, 1993). The purpose of 

this study was to try to understand the complicated interaction between individual strong poet 

identities and the norms reified by curriculum. By speaking with strong poets and making 

meaning of the ‘standard of humanness’ through their experiences, this research expands our 

conception of humanness with direct considerations on curriculum spaces of learning. As I come 

to the end of this study, I find myself returning full circle to a quote from Greene (1993) where 
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she asks that we work to enable humans to exist, to be free to move: “we want them—and we 

want to enable them—to exist” (p. 220).  

Guiding this study were two research questions. These questions helped me to make sense 

of and to focus my analysis. The questions were: 

• What do normative boundaries mean to strong poets? 

• How do strong poets perceive otherness and the “standard of humanness”?   

From these questions and the data that emerged, I have come to three salient points that 

now shape my understanding of strong poets and the standard of humanness. The first is the 

challenge inherent in labeling. Most of my participants accepted the label of ‘strong poet’; they 

liked the strength and sense of survival it implied as well as the creative and artistic element that 

can be inferred from the term. However, while sharing and discussing the study with people who 

were not involved directly with the study, the label encountered great resistance. Many felt that it 

was misleading and confusing. The decision to keep the label was made for the purposes of 

communication. This has made me consider many of the labels that are ascribed to people and I 

have begun to wonder, as we include more and more voices, as we recognize more and more 

ways of being human, if the need to label is passing, if at some point, the definition of human will 

allow for all the variations that encompass unique and authentic individuals. Greene (1993) 

explains “there are, at least in recent times, psychologists eager to thrust children’s observed 

measurable molds” and that there is a “prevalent conception of the self …as predefined, fixed, 

separate” (p. 213). It is from these observations that she argues that “we are moved to provoke 

such being to keep speaking, to keep articulating, to devise metaphors and images, as they feel 

their bodies moving, their feet making imprints as they move toward other, as they try to see 

through others’ eyes” (Greene, 1993, p. 213). To me Greene is asking us to move past rigid 

barriers that divide individuals into identity categories and towards more fluid and permeable 

boundaries that allow for the ebb and flow between categories and thus between labels. From my 
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experiences conducting this research and reporting it I understand the purpose, were it not for the 

term strong poet, this thesis would have been very difficult to write and worse for the reader.  

My second take away point is to revise my initial assumption about strong poets. It was my 

assumption that strong poets were unaware of the norms around them and, more importantly, 

oblivious to the pressure that those norms put on them. After talking with my participants, it 

became very obvious that they were not only aware of social norms but were quite skilled in 

navigating the spaces between the norms in order to feel more comfortable with the pressures that 

normativity can exert. These strong poets recognized that norms are important. They provide 

comfort to many people. For others, they enable a counter-normative life, traversing social 

landscapes. For example Justin shared that he felt that “ we thrive on people playing roles and the 

role of the strong poet is to push the margins, but everyone can’t be pushing margins.” 

As the strong poet participants illustrated for me, norms do not always align with 

everyone’s identity.  However, the ability to be guided by norms but not driven by them, to be 

aware of normativity but not pressured by it allows for unique narratives to flourish. Should the 

standard of humanness reinterpret normativity to allow this relationship between identity and 

norms to flourish people may be able to exist as their own version of human.  

There is a need to recognize norms as ‘sign posts’ within an expanding understanding of 

humanness. Norms give anchor points that can be leveraged for diversity. They become 

problematic when used as a means to force categorization and as a means to excuse superficial, 

self-centered interactions between people. Pinar (2011) and Greene (1993) both see the forced 

categorization as violent. It is this violence that could be avoided if norms were seen as guidelines 

and not hard and fast rules. If it were recognized that innovation emerges when individuals are 

allowed to explore the spaces between these signposts (Sumara & Davis, 2007) not only would 

people be allowed to exist, creativity and innovation would be encouraged. 
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The third observation that I take away from this research came from my participants’ 

articulation of compassion for others. With an awareness of the normative pressures that 

surrounded them, came an awareness of other people’s struggles with identity. I think part of the 

strength that the strong poets exhibited came from their attention to the narratives of others. 

Greene (1993) asks in her call for the expansion of the standard of humanness that curriculum 

acknowledge all its participants. The attention that the strong poets paid each other and the stories 

they told about the people they encountered in their day-to-day lives illustrated for me the 

importance of listening to the narratives of those around me and through knowing people and 

acknowledging their struggles I can expand the standard of humanness in my own world. For 

example, one participant stated that he thought, “we should be sharing our experiences. We 

should be less defensive. We should be giving people more the benefit of the doubt. Humanizing 

each other, forgiving each other.” Through the sharing of narratives people get to know each 

other, no longer just faces in the crowd they see the stories behind the masks. It is from here that 

connections are made and understanding can grow. Through these connections and 

understandings empathy can emerge and as Aoki (2005) notes, we can begin to treat each other 

more humanly. 

Implications of this Research  

For strong poets. Shortly after completing my colloquium in November of 2014 I had the 

privilege to go to New Orleans, Louisiana for the first time. Having spent months thinking about 

strong poets, I was beginning to feel removed from my research and my purpose. I had lost track 

of why I cared, why my questions mattered. I was sitting on the balcony of the apartment I had 

rented in the centre of the French Quarter just off of Royal Street looking over at street musicians 

and the drunken tourists. Across the street was the apartment were Tennessee Williams wrote A 

Street Car Named Desire and Preservation Hall was just a block away. I had heard stories of this 

city my whole life. I was promised that I would love it. I was overwhelmed. I was surrounded by 
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history and culture and was completely captivated. With all my senses peaked, I was reminded of 

the work I had been doing and why it mattered. I ran for my journal. I had to help the idea to 

germinate, and so I wrote: 

This city has a way of sinking into your soul. It is loud and shiny. It smells. It is all 

of the things that, on paper at least, hold no appeal for me. It is full of people I have 

zero desire to know. But to steal from A Love Song for Bobby Long, it is the invisible 

people that I have met here that are unlike any I have ever known. It seems to be a 

city that makes no apologies for its identity yet still accepts every size and shape and 

viewpoint, a lesson in inclusion, full of people who haven’t found acceptance 

elsewhere. It encourages people to accept themselves. I don’t mean the tourists, but 

the individuals who have made this their home.  

To overcome with any dignity something like Katrina… something that left 

them devastated not because of nature but corruption and neglect and maintain their 

identity is nothing short of inspiring.  

NEW ORLEANS as a STRONG POET CITY?!? All the reasons I am falling 

in love with this city may be the reasons I gravitate towards strong poets. The strong 

poet city… accepting itself for all that it is, however still occasionally conflicted, still 

struggling with many things but secure in its own identity. 

New Orleans became, for me, a metaphor for why strong poets matter. New Orleans 

exhibited not just resiliency in tragedy but strength of self. Strong poets, like New Orleans, have 

the strength to withstand the brutal marginalizations around them. For my participants, and strong 

poets like them, the implications of this research extend to acknowledge their value in shaping the 

standard of humanness. Their version of normativity allows for all kinds of narratives. They 

engage, explicitly, a relationship with norms. At times, they conform to them. At other times, they 

resist them. At all times, they are aware of them. Within this relationship, strong poets find their 
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own center of gravity and develop comfort with the spaces between themselves and the norms. 

They are eccentric, as in the word’s original etymology via late Latin from Greek: ekkentros, 

from ek meaning ‘out of’ plus kentron meaning ‘center’ – a noun denoting a circle or orbit not 

having the earth precisely at its center. For strong poets, norms are not the center; rather, they set 

their own center in relationship to norms. As a result, they are seen as counter normative and 

nonconformists, and generally accept such position. 

In 2007, Dennis Sumara and Brent Davis spoke at a conference in New Zealand. At this 

conference they shared their ideas surrounding the importance of eccentric knowledge. As was 

previously mentioned, they looked at technological developments from the twentieth century and 

found that many of the innovations came from those who thought differently from their peers. 

They concluded that, “the collective intelligence of any society is rooted in the eccentricities—

literally, the off centredness—of its citizens” (Sumara & Davis, 2007, p. 81). They subsequently 

called for a curriculum that is from the spaces between the centers, from the spaces that allow for 

difference and eccentricity, the between spaces, but not from the center, not the average nor the 

core. This is the strong poet curriculum. From the eccentric curriculum the strong poet is allowed 

to contribute fully and to thrive.  

For curriculum. This research presents and recognizes stories from individuals who have 

experienced school from various positions and are able to navigate normativities. But what of 

those who do not have that same strength? What about those who do not have that same ability to 

accept themselves and accept those around them while carefully navigating and creatively 

resisting norms? It is for those people that the curriculum for human beings matters. In truth, I 

think most people experience moments without a center, moments when they are uncertain of 

their relation to the norms around them, feeling out of place, feeling alone.  

It is here where the importance of a curriculum for human beings can be seen. It is here that 

expanding the standard of humanness becomes important. As Greene (1993) asserts when 
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individuals do not see themselves represented it becomes difficult to access the curriculum. The 

expansion of the standard of humanness allows for everyone to be recognized ensuring that all 

voices are here and even those who are uncertain of their relation to the norms that they 

experience can find success and thrive. The stories of these strong poets tell of their individual 

experiences and understandings of school as a whole (Pinar, 2012). The addition of another voice 

to the curricular landscape, particularly a voice that represents the acknowledgment of a unique 

versus rhetorical individual, allows for the complex intersections and juxtapositions of culture and 

experience that contribute to identity opportunities. The articulation of these experiences expands 

diversity and inclusivity, not by reinstating the hard and fast boundaries of normativities (an us 

versus them mentality) but rather through the intertwinings of identity between and through 

normative spaces (Sumara, 2007). By moving past the stereotypes and typical labels that separate, 

individuals can be humanized through curriculum.  

If the strong poet participants from this study were able to send those who create and enact 

the curriculum we see in schools the key messages that emerged from their experiences 

juxtaposed to the norms enforced in schools, I believe they would ask for three main components. 

They would ask that the curriculum not just acknowledge more narratives but emphasize the 

value in experiencing each other’s stories. They would ask that curriculum help its participants 

learn to take care of themselves, to be attentive to their mental health. And finally, that we learn 

how to continue caring for each other. In summation, really what they would ask is that the sense 

of acceptance and understanding that is taught in kindergarten be carried forward into adulthood.  

Further Research 

My thoughts for further research include two main goals. The first is the importance of 

identifying and articulating more and more voices. The more voices that are included in 

curriculum research and in spaces of enacted curriculum the better the lived experiences of school 

can be understood, the better the impact that the normalizing experience that occurs in school can 
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be understood. From these voices normativity can be reinterpreted and the standard of humanness 

expanded. The second addresses the methodology employed in this study.  

The strong poet voice also contributes to various curricula that have been articulated by 

curriculum theorists and discussed within this thesis (e.g., DeLuca, 2011; Greene, 1993; Sumara 

& Davis, 2007). From the curriculum for human beings upon which I have framed my argument 

to Sumara and Davis’s (2007) suggestion that an eccentric curriculum that is attentive to those 

who exist outside of normativity to DeLuca’s (2011) Bohemian curriculum, the acknowledgment 

of the voices that not only exist outside the margins but can be juxtaposed to them is seen for the 

value that they can bring to education. The hopes for curriculum shared by these scholars would 

benefit from the lived experiences of the individuals that make up the categories discussed within 

these conceptions of curriculum.  

The experiences of the nine strong poets I spoke with are sure to be very different from 

others who live outside norm boundaries. All participants were university educated and recruited 

through a Canadian faculty of education. They were all raised in a culture that at least reports to 

celebrate differences and diversity. The experiences of people who were raised in cultures that 

celebrate collectivism are likely to be much different. To continue the expansion of the standard 

of humanness conducting a similar study with participants who were not Canadian or university 

educated or found within a faculty of education would be valuable. That said, the purpose of 

telling the experience of these strong poets and presenting the four hermeneutic windows is not to 

render generalizable conclusions but rather to provide space for ‘thinking’ and ‘expanding’ 

conceptions of humanness.  

Further to the inclusion of the voices of others more research on strong poets as individuals 

may also contribute to the expansion of the standard of humanness and a reinterpretation of 

normativity. This could be accomplished through narrative research and more specifically 

through Pinar’s curerre. By engaging in curerre strong poets could help to “end our narcissistic 
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isolation, out problem of proximity to the present, [so that] we can encounter the ‘other,’ and in 

so doing, reconfigure our present thereby providing passage to the future.” (Pinar, 2011, p. 106) 

Strong poets as others can provide a unique perspective on the narcissism Pinar describes and 

contribute a vantage point from the boundaries.  

The nominations of strong poets was based the on differing interpretations of what a strong 

poet could look like. While I gave guidelines to the nominators, they were still able to form their 

own understandings on strong poets and who might fit within this label. From my perspective as 

the researcher, I can say that there were differences between the interpretations of the nominators. 

While in the beginning this caused me some angst and discomfort as time passed I began to 

understand this as an illustration of the complexities that exist when trying to apply categories to 

human beings. No matter how specific the criteria that I shared with the nominators I believe that 

they would have brought their own interpretations to the nominees. The lived experiences of 

people who were seen by their nominators will contribute to the complicated conversation of 

curriculum and encourage an expansion of the standard of humanness. Not unlike my desire to 

conduct a similar study with participants who have not been found in a post-secondary institution 

further research of strong poets will likely produce very different data. That however, contributes 

to the expansion of the standard of humanness in and of itself.  

Conclusion 

Overall, through this research I have met people who truly march to the beat of their own 

drum. They are people who give me hope. By choosing education as a career, I believe, they will 

bring their own versions of an eccentric curriculum to whomever they teach. They encourage me. 

Through my participants, I can see that it is possible to navigate the spaces between norms; to be 

authentic to one’s self. And while I do not imagine a world where everyone follows a different 

beat, I do hope that by valuing those with a different rhythm, everyone can live their own truths.  
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Appendix B: Strong Poet Narrative 

Conforming 

In grade 9, Tom wore leotards. By grade 11, he’d moved on to homemade clothes, 

favouring a long brown wool shift with a monk’s hood. He felt this outfit was best completed by 

a Ken Barbie doll pinned to his chest. It was a statement. A statement that the principal of his 

school ordered removed immediately. 

With increasing maturity came a practical bent, and in grade 12 Tom made himself a rain 

poncho out of old pant legs sewed together in a fan shape. For waterproofing he used roofing tar, 

which kept him dry on his skateboard ride to school, though on hot days imbued his person with a 

pungent odour. Tom says, “I was totally cool in high school. It’s just that no one knew it.” 

Tom got the highest mark in senior physics and art, Cs, Ds, and worse in everything else; 

he had to attend summer school to graduate. Meanwhile, he’d taught himself oil painting, 

boatbuilding, and traditional stonemasonry. He’d read Camus, Plato, and Neitzsche, wrote a 

manifesto in support of suicide and 15,000 words of a novel. He also ran a body-piercing 

operation from his grandmother’s basement, having given up on his previous source of income, a 

tattoo gun made from Walkman components, a ballpoint pen, and a pin. He planned for a career 

as an art forger. 

Tom now works for a municipal government. It’s a pity his creative genius is not more 

valued in society, especially as I’m married to him and a larger salary would help pay for my 

good taste in wine. Tom gets annoyed, occasionally, when his employers view him as a thorn in 

their pedestrian loafers. But by and large he’s happy with a homemade rain coat and knobby tires 

on his dirt bike. 
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Appendix C: Letter of Information for Nominees 

Research Study: Unswayed: Strong poet curriculum 

This research is being conducted by Meaghan Low (Master of Education, Candidate) under 

the supervision of Dr. Christopher DeLuca in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University in 

Kingston, Ontario. This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended 

principles of Canadian ethics guidelines and Queen’s policies. 

What is this study about? The purpose of this research is to look outside normative 

culture in the hopes of expanding the standard of humanness toward a greater inclusivity of 

diversity. In particular, I hope that by exploring the perspectives and experiences of strong poet 

students this research will contribute to a curriculum that can encourage people to extend 

themselves and to embrace their own unique narratives. 

What will this study require? If you chose to partake in this study you will be invited to 

take part in two 45- minute interviews and four 60-minute focus groups at Queen’s University in 

Kingston, Ontario, Canada. The first interview would be in person, and would involve questions 

about your experiences throughout your educational life and your understandings of normative 

culture. The four focus groups will take place with the other participants in the study and will 

provide the opportunity to work together to create meaning and develop understanding about the 

process of resisting normativity and working towards a greater inclusion of diversity. During the 

focus group you will engage in activities that will involve reading, writing about and responding 

to texts about strong poets and resisting normativity. All documents created during the focus 

groups will be collected for this study. Following the completion of the focus groups there will be 

a follow up interview of no more than 45 minutes that will allow you to share any final thoughts. 

All focus groups and interviews will be audio recorded. The total time requirement for 

participating in the study would be no more than 5 hours and 30 minutes.  

 



 

90 

  

Are there any risks to doing this study? There are no known risks to participating in this 

study.  

Is participation voluntary? Your participation is completely voluntary and choosing not 

to participate will not result in any adverse consequences. Further, you are free to choose, without 

reason or consequence, to refuse to answer any questions. You may withdraw from the study at 

any time with no negative consequences. If you withdraw from the study, you may choose to 

have your data removed. In order to withdraw you may contact me via the email listed below.  

Will my responses remain confidential? Confidentiality will be protected to the extent 

possible. None of the data will contain your name. To protect your identity a pseudonym will 

replace your name on all data files and in any dissemination of findings. However, it may not be 

possible to keep anonymity among your peers, due to the nature of focus group research and your 

nominator will be aware of your participation and will be interviewed about his/ her decision to 

nominate you. While participating in the focus groups the other participants will be aware of your 

responses.  

What will happen to my responses? The interview recording will be transcribed and then 

the recording will be destroyed. All electronic files will be password protected. Artifacts and 

audio data will be secured in a locked cabinet. I will maintain copies of the transcripts for a 

minimum of 5 years and may use the data (with names removed) in subsequent research. This 

research may result in publications of various types, including journal articles or other 

professional publications. If data are used for secondary analysis, they will contain no identifying 

information. 

What if I have concerns? Any questions about study participation or a request to 

withdraw from the study may be directed to Meaghan Low at meaghanmlow@gmail.com; 403-

704-6014 or her supervisor Dr. Christopher DeLuca at cdeluca@queensu.ca; 613-533-3025 x 

77675. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General 



 

91 

  

Research Ethics Board at (613) 533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 

Thank you. Your interest in participating in this research study is greatly appreciated 
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Appendix D: Sample question for introductory interview 

Questions for Introductory Interview  

1. Tell me a bit about yourself  

i. Where were you born?   

ii. Where did you go to school?   

2. What was school like for you?   

3. Did you feel supported?   

4. Did you enjoy school?   

5. What were your relationships like with:   

i. Teachers?   

ii. Peers?   

The Normative World  

6. Talk a bit about the world we live in.   

7. What does the norm look like to you?   

8. Is there a norm that you are aware of?   

9. How do you feel about normative culture?   

10. What boundaries are created for people in a normative world? (how can a normative 

culture impact people?)   

11. What pressures does the norm exert on an individual?   

12. How do you feel about these pressures?   

Resisting the Normative  

13. What does it mean to resist the norm?   

14. What does it look like in school to resist the norm?   

15. As a future teacher, how would you respond to your students who resisted the norm?   

16. Can you think of examples of people who resist the norm?   
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17. In your own life or celebrities?  Your place in a normative world?   

18. Can you think why you were nominated by your peers and your teachers?   

19. How do you feel about this nomination?   

 

 


