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Abstract: As the Learning Sciences continues to investigate teacher learning, it is important to 

recognize the myriad and complex contexts teachers may be a part. This poster explores initial 

findings from an interview study of teachers who teach in prisons. I draw on social practice 

theories of learning and concepts of ‘emotional relationality’ and ‘transformational possibility’ 

to argue that teaching in prison requires a level of care and love that calls into question any other 

normative claims of teaching in these contexts. 

 

Introduction 
The significant role teachers play in contexts of learning is getting attention throughout the field of the Learning 

Sciences. For example, ICLS 2020 explicitly suggested we as a field apply our critical methodologies to teacher 

learning (Gresalfi & Horn, 2020). This poster contributes to this aim of expanding our understanding of teaching 

in an effort to inform learning theory more generally and how to design for learning in different settings. In line 

with this year’s theme of “reflecting the past and embracing the future,” this work reimagines traditional roles of 

teaching and embraces how teachers are relational and emotive actors in learning systems. 

This poster explores initial findings from an on-going study of increasing STEM teaching and learning 

in prisons. In preparation for the study, I interviewed 36 teachers from a variety of disciplines on their experiences 

teaching both inside incarceration facilities as well as in traditional classrooms. Prisons present a unique context 

for researching teaching and learning as they are contested spaces with a myriad of contradictions that unsettle 

your assumptions. It extends research that recognizes teacher beliefs and decision making for instruction are 

important to how we support and design learning environments (Cobb, Zhao & Dean, 2009).  

   

Theoretical perspective and conceptual framework 
The poster takes a broadly socio-cultural perspective on learning and more specifically draws on ideas from social 

practice theory to argue that learning is contextual, situated in activity, and an ontological process of coming to 

be of persons, practices and tools (Weidler-Lewis, Wooten, McDonald, 2020). This perspective entails that 

teaching itself is a situated social practice and previous scholarship has demonstrated how teaching is constituted 

relationally between learners in cultural communities (e.g., Cazden, 2001). Attending to the social dimensions of 

teaching highlights how learning occurs through the interaction between teachers, students, and settings (Greeno, 

1998; Horn & Little, 2010).  

This work centers how teachers create the relationships between themselves and their students, content, 

and contexts (Liston, 2004). Teaching is a process that is emotional, relational, and personal (Nieto, 2003) Many 

have argued teaching requires not only respect for students but heart, love, and a belief in the transformational 

power of education (Parker, 1997; Nieto, 2003). Liston (2004) argues: “At the core of an educational experience 

are a felt sense of awe and wonder, an encounter marked with struggle and frustration, and understandings that 

are precious and transforming” (p. 459). Similarly, Nieto (2003) suggests that good teachers imagine the 

possibilities for their students beyond the dire circumstances in which many of them live. I combine these teacher 

education theorists with social practice theory to foreground two primary conceptual understandings. First, the 

‘emotive relationality’ that is captured in both the essence of Liston’s (2004) notion of “love” and Parker’s (1997) 

notion of “heart” foregrounds the direct relation between teacher and student. Second, ‘transformational 

possibility’ relates to students’ understanding of self-growth and/or changes in institutional and material 

configurations; both of which are facilitated by the teacher situated in a learning context. This research seeks to 

better articulate the salient features of teacher facilitation by answering the question: what relational roles do 

teachers fill in STEM learning contexts in prisons?  

  
Background and methods 
An impetus for this study was to inform my work implementing STEM learning in prisons. Interview respondents 

were solicited through a listserv supporting higher education in prison contexts. The only criteria for participation 

was experience teaching both inside prisons and in traditional classroom and was not restricted to STEM 

disciplines. I used a structured interview protocol which included questions about content taught, challenges and 

rewards teaching in prisons, and how traditional classroom practices shifted or not based on experience teaching 

students incarcerated.  

 To date 36 interviews have been conducted with teachers from a variety of disciplines and prison 

programs. Interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. The majority were conducted via video-conference. All 

audio was recorded and then transcribed. The transcripts were coded deductively according to emotional 
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relationality and transformational possibility and then inductively. Case narratives (Yin, 2009) were written for 

select participants based on their representativeness of common themes.  

 

Findings 
My findings suggest there is a spectrum of relation roles dependent on the variation between: agency and structure, 

the individual and community, and knowledge for its own sake and as a means towards a liberated future. Every 

interview was evocative and prevented any quick judgment of the teachers’ beliefs and practices. Because of this, 

contradictions were rampant. However, normative judgments recede when the complexity of the context emerges, 

thereby challenging any prescriptive claims regarding what roles ought teachers play. 

 I highlight three roles that represent different places on the spectrum. First is Jan, the benevolent 

disciplinary expert. Jan sees power in knowledge of her discipline, astrophysics and its reliance on math. Since 

math is the language of science, without it: “you’re not going to get anywhere...and there’s no use pretending you 

are.” She revels when her students master the content. Next, is Rebecca, the sympathetic intermediary. Unlike 

Jan, Rebecca hated math and sympathizes with her students that say math is scary. “Algebra is terrifying to a 

felon. I always joke that these guys - if they knew they were going to have to take algebra when they came to 

prison, they would not have gotten in trouble.” She sees her role as finding the means to help students conquer 

their fears. Then, there is David, the empathetic preceptor. He attends to the systemic problems of drug addiction 

rampant in prison contexts and sees the need for systems to bear responsibility that have criminalized health 

problems. Jan locates transformation in individuals whether they are teachers or students; Rebecca foregrounds 

changes to systems and practices that can support students’ who lack testing abilities; and David analyses the 

interplay between the individual and society. 
 
Discussion and conclusion 
Although these instructors seemingly rest on a continuum of where they locate possibilities for transformation, it 

remains unclear whether any value ought to be assigned to this continuum. Each teacher has evidence for 

“success” of their students whether it is being able to help a daughter with homework, obtain a high school 

diploma, or have a new outlook on life. Embracing learning as a relation between teachers, students, and contexts 

entails that multiple configurations of teacher-student-goal relations will be present. Furthermore, the cases 

presented here are a reminder that both schools and prisons exist in socio-political contexts that present challenges 

to teachers who view their profession as a liberatory project that amplifies access to not only further educational 

opportunities but also economic and democratic opportunities (Nieto, 1992). There ought to be more than one 

path to liberation.  

The most salient constant of these teachers is their care and love for their students, and their belief in 

their students’ futures. As we as a field continue to apply our knowledge and methods towards teacher learning, 

we ought to remain vigilant that we do not interfere with this care and love, because in some spaces, like prisons, 

students are unlikely to have any future without them.  
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