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Abstract 

Utilizing evocative autoethnographic methods and the vehicles of narrative inquiry and social 

media participation, this article presents the tangle of the maternal and the scholarly that make up 

the flow of my everyday life. Throughout, I intersperse a sampling of social media status updates 

within a story featuring a representative sample of a day in my life in order to make explicit the 

inextricability of myself as mother and literacy education scholar. Affect is revealed as a central 

tool that drives my sense-making in both my professional and personal spheres. By making 

visible the often-hidden realities that shape the life of a literacy education professional with 

young children, I argue that the mash-up of my professional and personal identities results in 

synergy, creativity, and passion and that our field needs more, rather than less, of these self-

interrogations into what drives our inquiries. 

 

Keywords: mother-scholar, narrative inquiry, non-representational methods, autoethnography, 

equity, social justice 
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Mother-Scholar Tangles: Always Both This and That 

 

Figure 1. View from office door. 

 

Mother scholars are aware that within the context of patriarchy, contextualized moments 

allow them to flow in and out of their identities as mothers and scholars. They emphasize 

contextualized moments in order to contend with the fierce dialectic of maternity and 

intellect. Thus, the mother-scholar standpoint is marked by a unique tolerance for 

ambiguity. This tolerance provides relief from turmoil, while facilitating their ability to 

live in the middle land between two worlds, los intersticios, or the space in between 

identities (Anzaludua, 1987, p. 20).  (Lapayese, 2012, p. 31) 

 

My first daughter was born June 19, 2008. I began graduate work on my doctorate in the 

field of Literacy, Culture, and Language Education in mid-August, just a few months later. My 

life as a mother, then, began precisely two months before my entry into life as a literacy scholar. 

Is it any wonder that I find the two identities in so many ways inextricable? I can so vividly 

recall arriving at orientation with my breast pump in hand. “Is there anywhere I can pump?” I 

anxiously asked the department secretary. I learned how to research as I learned how to swaddle. 

The first time I read the name “Brian Street” or the phrase “discourse analysis,” I was 

simultaneously trying to position that pesky nipple shield or switch sides for my newborn to 

nurse. I found refuge from the paralyzing self-being-swallowed-up-by-the-needs-of-the-other (a 
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distinctive peril of mothering a newborn) on the two days a week I gave my mother the baby and 

commuted off, pump in hand, to the University. Similarly, I found refuge from the onslaught of 

“must read, must write, must become a famous academic!” anxiety as I drove into my driveway 

in the dark, literally skipping to get inside to escape into the smell of baby skin.  

In her important ethnography, Tangled Up in School, Jan Nespor (1997) describes her 

approach to “looking for flows, rather than states, focusing on networks and the layered 

connections that knot them together rather than on similar linear histories of circumscribed 

events or settings” (p. xiv). Yvette Lapayese (2012), in her framing of the “mother-scholar,” 

similarly presents the need to seek multiplicity over singularity: “Mother-scholars drive the 

feminist impulse to dismantle patriarchal binaries—namely, the sharp divide between the 

intellect and the maternal, the public and the private. For mother-scholars, maternal work is an 

intellectual endeavor” (p. 17). In this piece, I build on these important foundations by looking at 

the tangle of the maternal and the scholarly that make up the flow of my everyday life, arguing 

that the juxtaposition of the two result in synergy, creativity, and, importantly, passion. 

Stacking Stories 

I use the space below to “stack stories” (Burnett & Merchant, 2014), a non-

representational mode of analysis that enables readers to choose their own adventure and make 

meaning against a constellation of backdrops. Primarily I present two threads that elucidate the 

dance of my life as a mother and my work as an education professor, one driven by narrative and 

the other by social media status updates. The written narrative utilizes evocative 

autoethnographic methods (Ellis & Bochner, 2000), presenting a sample day-in-the-life-of a 

mother-scholar; it does less in portraying an actual day of my reality and more to conjure up a 
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representational slice of my lived experience utilizing style that might seem more like creative 

non-fiction than typical research vignettes. 

Story-telling is sense-making, and I agree with Lapayese’s (2012) assertions that 

storytelling and allegory work from a frame of “standpoint theory” since this information “comes 

straight from the hearts and minds of the oppressed,” in this case, the mother-scholar (p. xii). 

Interspersed throughout the narrative are personal Facebook status updates that reveal the 

inextricability of the maternal from the scholarly. At times, they might interplay in resonance 

with the narrative; at other times, they may seem a strange juxtaposition indeed. They are not 

meant to confirm or illustrate the words in the narrative, but are included as a multimodal 

counterpoint to the written account.  

Readers are encouraged to choose what needs the most attention, to bounce around the 

page in whatever order they find most useful, and to make meaning and find emotional and 

intellectual resonance wherever it may lay on the page. This demand is at the heart of the most 

recent turn in literacy studies, which depicts literacy activity as: 

living life in the ongoing present, forming relations and connections across signs, objects, 

and bodies in often unexpected ways. Such activity is saturated with affect and emotion; 

it creates and is fed by an ongoing series of affective intensities that are different from the 

rational control of meanings and forms. (Leander & Boldt, 2013, p. 26)  

The locus of affective sense-making is where I situate the beating heart of this inquiry 

into the tangles of self that mark my everyday. The collisions of the maternal and academic 

described below result in, more often than not, a sense of tension experienced through physical, 

embodied, affective, visceral pathways. . . a tangled web of emotions. 
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A Day in the Life  

Interestingly, just as the birth of my first child marked the start of my graduate work, the 

birth of my last child (number 3) marked the end. I had a campus interview the first week of 

October, defended my dissertation the second week of October, and then had just a few weeks of 

respite before my daughter entered the world in November. Now in my third year as an assistant 

professor of education with three young kids in a city far from the support of extended family, 

we have entered into a sort of rhythm, one which is discussed below through both chronological 

narrative and a sampling of social media status updates in efforts represent how the two threads 

of mother and scholar that mark my existence have been so tightly woven together.  

Scene 1: Early Morning Chaos 

On the good days, on the best of all possible worlds, this is my life. I am only awakened 

three times during the night: twice to nurse a baby that is way too old to still act like she needs a 

night feeding and once to soothe a nightmare or clean up someone’s potty accident in a bed. At 6 

AM I wake up and am surprised to find all five of our family members are somehow crunched in 

our bed, and also that my neck is incredibly sore from the maneuvering I have had to do 

subconsciously so as not to be pushed off my own bed. I do an obligatory three minute rinse off 

in the shower, say goodbye to my lucky husband who has to be at work at 7 AM so gets to 

generally be uninvolved with morning chaos, and engage in a variety of push-pull manipulations. 

“Lucy—you DO need to get out of bed . . . I’ll pick up doughnuts!” “No, Zander, we can’t play 

video games before school . . . and yes, you do have to wear pants and not just underwear.” 

“Alianna- STOP SQUIRMING! You are making it impossible to change your diaper.” Of 

course, throughout each maneuver my theoretical frame is running an accusatory monologue: 

“You KNOW you are exercising oppressive power, and that the kids are creatively using tactics 
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to get around that.” “How could you possibly just promise CANDY for her to get in her car seat? 

You know this will result in a cycle of seeking extrinsic motivation.” “Obviously everyone is 

resisting getting in the car; it isn’t developmentally appropriate to expect these transitions to 

happen so quickly and without warning.”  

 

Figure 2. Facebook post from November 19, 2014. 

Scene 2: The Commute 

Miraculously, I get everyone dressed and fed (and their hair is at least somewhat brushed) 

and they are in the car by 7 AM, the magic hour of leaving that will ensure that we will not be 

stuck in traffic for an indeterminably long commute. 7:15, no go. 7 AM, smooth sailing. Because 

Ali is crying for “Miss Katie songs!” I ramp up an annoying kid-music CD while also turning up 

the volume on a This American Life podcast I am trying to finish in time to discuss for my first 

class. Nothing like thinking about the school-to-prison pipeline with the backdrop of “I Poopied 

in the Potty and I’m Feeling Really Proud!” blasting in the background. After a 35-minute drive, 

I drop one kid off at one school with all of her homework done and signed and all the required 
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parental involvement documented in every possible way. Ten minutes later, I drop the other two 

off at daycare, leaving with the screams “MOM! DON’T LEAVE ME!” ringing in my ear.  

 

 

Figure 3. Facebook post from June 26, 2016. 

Scene 3: Sudden Silence 

Now it is 8 AM and I find myself alone in a huge minivan that is war-torn with breakfast 

crumbs, toys strewn about, and a few suckers stuck to the side of the car that I forgot to clean out 

yesterday. I feel strangely transported somehow, and most certainly exhilarated, as I drive the ten 

more minutes to my college. I quickly snap off the kids’ music and victoriously replace it with 

NPR’s Morning Edition. I run through a list of my immediate morning to-do’s. I think about the 

manuscript I have to finish by the afternoon, the students that need advising, the classes that need 

prepping. I walk into my neat and tidy education department office suite, warm up some water to 
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start some tea, turn on all of my digital tech tools, and breathe. Now I will be smart. Now I will 

be scholarly. Now there is space to reflect. Here there is privilege.  

 

Figure 4. Facebook post from August 9, 2016. 

Scene 4: Time to Teach 

I walk in to my 9:15 class initiating normal informal banter and am greeted with “No 

Alianna in class today?!” “Sorry guys. The baby is FINALLY not sick and back to daycare, so I 

won’t be bringing her to class this week.” Everyone sighs in disappointment. In today’s 

pedagogy and management class, we are discussing standards, testing, accountability, and what 

this means for them. As is the pattern, I begin scholarly, almost in a way that could be accused as 

being objective, but I quickly vacillate into anger. “My four year old son,” I explain, “my son is 

an absolute genius. He could entertain himself for hours with two pencils pretending they are 

different characters. He’s a bundle of energy and invention. I’m really scared for him in today’s 
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climate. Now my daughters—they are set. They are totally bright in really traditional, sit-at-your-

desk-and-play-school-and-please-teacher kinds of ways. How can we make space for play, for 

creativity? How can we think outside of the box in terms of being led by student interests? What 

will you do when you have a Zander in your future elementary school classroom?”  

 

Figure 5. Facebook post from September 15, 2016. 

Scene 5: On Research and Equity 

Several hours later I head to an inner-city elementary school that I’m doing some 

research with. I feel the familiar heavy heart as I can’t stop connecting the seven-year-olds I’m 

working with to the seven-year-old that is my eldest daughter. The inequity, the side-by-side 

comparison of her teachers, her facilities, the ways in which she is treated versus them . . . it is 

irreconcilable. I am there, I am ethnographer, I am education scholar, and I am, still, viscerally 

mother. I slip up one time with a kindergartener struggling with identifying letters and call him 

“baby.” He, of course, reacts with shock and disgust, and I hear my son in his voice and his 

humiliation and I work to find ways to give him power again. Five first-graders insist on hugging 

me as I leave, they tell me they love me, that they want me to come back. I feel that familiar 
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ache, the one that I have become very much accustomed to since becoming a mother...so much 

need, and so little of me.  

 

Figure 6. Facebook post from October 2, 2015. 

I head back to my office to spend the remaining 45 minutes writing, and I can’t shake the 

urge to utterly abandon my established research interest of new media in secondary English 

classroom spaces. The very question of new media in classrooms assumes so much privilege that 

I can barely handle the presumption. I have to make this matter in a way that can positively 

impact kids and teaching in positive ways. My questions have shifted, these past seven years of 

mothering, from relatively surface-level questions revolving around new media tools into deeper 

questions of dispositions, practices, and critical probing into literacy practices that count and 

don’t count. Who benefits here? What inequities are made visible on this platform? How can we 

get to the heart of these underlying social issues that dictate what education constitutes?  
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Figure 7. Facebook post from May 11, 2016. 

Courtney Martin (2015) traces the transformational experience of motherhood to three 

roots: “carnal, physical visceral love,” the fact that “the world has been made entirely new” by 

one’s child’s presence in it, and the heavy, dark, lonely sense of “responsibility.” She writes 

But one of the gifts of obliteration is that I just don’t hold on as tightly to my own 

agenda. I don’t measure as many of my days by to-do lists. Productivity and social status 

have lost their glean almost entirely. I’m humbled. I just to want to express some small 

part of who I am in the world, to love people well, to spend time with those who don’t 

have time for any other bullshit. So motherhood narrowed me, but it’s also focused me. 

It’s made me as clear as I’ve ever been about what matters—and what doesn’t. I spend so 

http://www.onbeing.org/blog/the-disease-of-being-busy/7023
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many more of my moments on what does. I let go. I let go. I let go. 

 I feel viscerally this focus, this lack of patience with “bullshit.” The letting go, though. 

This I find quite difficult. 

 

Figure 8. Facebook post from October 19, 2016. 

Scene 6: In Which the Threads Become Tangled 

As I drive to pick up my daughter from her way-too-expensive private school, I feel a 

familiar twinge of anxiety. Have I checked our bank statement for this week? Will we be able to 

pay for tuition? Where should we send her, and my son—who will be in kindergarten—next 

year? We can’t afford this place, and I NEVER in a million years would have imagined that I 

would ever choose anything else but to support and attend public schools for our kids. But I 

made the mistake of visiting the school when we were house-hunting, and was immediately 

seduced by all of the right things they were doing: Practically no standardized testing! A large 

emphasis on music, on art class, on languages, on performances! NO Accelerated Reader- just 

emphasis on internal factors in creating lovers of reading. Students are treated like people here. 
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No—we don’t use the “clip system”—we build classroom community with the “responsive 

classroom” model. Many opportunities to connect with the community in authentic service-

oriented ways! Here we don’t teach your kids what to think, but HOW to think! No classes have 

more than 18 students! Oh yes—and every Friday after chapel, we have after-chapel chats with 

parents. Last week we watched Duckworth’s Ted Talk on “grit” and discussed noncognitive 

skills and the importance of self-regulation in learning. 

 

Figure 9. Facebook post from August 15, 2016. 

The public school we were zoned for, upon visit, however, had striking contrasts. The 

principal proudly showed me charts of test scores. There was a large Accelerated Reader poster 

in the entrance showing the position of each of the students. No, there is no art here—we are 

financially strapped. Yes, we do have portables; we simply can’t fit everyone in here. And yes, 
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we do have 28 in each kindergarten class, but we hope to fix that in rezoning. Lapayese (2012) 

links the mother-scholar potential for imagination here: “the emergence of mother-intellectual 

consciousness lies at the center of a profound paradigm shift—a shift recognizing that our 

educational institutions are dangerous to children and other living things” (p. 40).   

 

Figure 10. Facebook post from October 18, 2016. 

I find the shiny façade of this suburban elementary school incredibly dangerous, in some 

ways more dangerous than the “failing” run-down elementary school I had visited earlier in the 

day. Because of its surface exterior, people are tricked into complacency; they move, like we 

had, intentionally to buy a house in “this district.” If I were not a mother, I would certainly have 

these same feelings if I actually took the time to tour all of the schools and do a “research study.” 

But by virtue of my maternal identity, I toured at least ten different schools in just the two days 

we went house hunting. I took detailed notes, research-memo-like. I “informally interviewed” 

everyone we could find about every school we could find. If I were not a scholar, I may not have 
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had access to the skill set to dig deep. But if I were not a mother, I would not have had the 

motivation to care. . . at least not to the same degree. 

 

Figure 11. Facebook post from May 29, 2015. 

So you see, I am left with a dilemma. My academic knowledge about best practices in 

education are screaming to me that this private school, with the emphasis on open-ended inquiry 

and integration of the arts, is absolutely the best choice. My maternal preserve-your-child-at-all-

costs-instinct agrees. But my theoretical commitment to social justice as a scholar, as a human 

being, keep nagging at me. Every time I experience this mental wrestling match, Amanda 

Godley’s (2013) powerful forum piece in Research in the Teaching of English surfaces in my 

mind:   

The choices we make in the education of our children sometimes conflict with our ideals 

as literacy researchers and problematize our praxis as scholars committed to social 

justice. . . These examples serve to illuminate the multiple, sometimes contradictory, 

ethical commitments many of us have—ethical commitments that are not always easy to 

reconcile. I argue that our work as literacy scholars would better serve our goals of 

educational equity if we balanced our ideals with honest conversations about the difficult 
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decisions we make daily as we struggle to provide the best educational opportunities for 

all children, including our own. (p. 250) 

  Despite her described guilt in the piece at abandoning a perfect exercise of her ideal, Godley’s 

description of her navigation of personal mothering decisions alongside her professional 

commitments to educational justice render her heroic in my eyes. She intentionally places her 

children in an urban public school, all the while partnering to advocate for the integration of 

great books for all children, not merely those labeled as gifted. Yet while it may be 

commonplace for mothers to bring the scholar side of their identity into dealings with their 

children’s schools, mother-scholars seem to be much more reticent to make explicit their mother 

status in scholarly contexts:  

As literacy scholars, we often write about our work with students and teachers to effect 

change in underserved or inequitable school systems. We sometimes write about our 

experiences of inequity or racism in our own schooling. But we rarely write about how 

we bring our perspectives as literacy researchers to bear on the education of our own 

children. We rarely acknowledge how the choices we make in the education of our 

children sometimes conflict with our ideals as literacy researchers and problematize our 

praxis as scholars committed to social justice. (p. 251) 
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Figure 12. Facebook post from October 14, 2015. 

I know that I quite acutely am being made “complicit, to some degree, in the 

reproduction of . . . inequities” (p. 254) as I drive past underfunded inner-city public schools to 

pick up my daughter at her private Episcopal school. I also am acutely aware that balancing the 

work as a scholar and a parent is “messy, morally suspect, emotional, and exhausting” (p. 257). 

Yet I, like Godley, believe that this daily visceral wrestling match has made me far more attuned 

“to the nuances of social justice and equity and has made me a better literacy scholar” (p. 257).  

In her piece, Godley charges parents like me with a three points of action: to advocate for 

parents/children who are “not heard” in urban/underserved public schools, to teach other parents 

about the “structural inequities that permeate public schooling in the US,” and, perhaps most 

importantly, 
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to generate counter-stories, based on our experiences as parents, that call into question 

widespread master narratives about our educational system and students, such as the 

assumptions that academic assessments reveal students’ innate intelligence or that 

schools treat all students equally. This requires us to be reflexive and open about our own 

privilege (and that of our children, by extension) within an inequitable system. It requires 

us to acknowledge when we fall short of our scholarly ideals of equity. It requires us to 

make the personal political by questioning whether each decision we make for our own 

children is in the best interest of all children, rather than letting personal advocacy for our 

own children take power and opportunity away from other people’s children and 

perpetuate the system as it exists. (p. 258) 

Perhaps my writing here is my confessional. Are you readers my priests? I fall short. I 

fall short. I fall short. 
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Figure 13. Facebook post from March 12, 2016. 

Scene 7: Irrational Love 

I pick up a very happy daughter, excited by her after school cooking class adventure of 

making “spaghetti carbonara.” We get the two others at daycare. My son’s preschool teacher 

meets me at the door. “You know—I worry a bit about Zander. Sometimes, when he’s playing, 

he’s so zoned in that he doesn’t hear me give directions, like to go to big circle. I’m thinking it 

would be smart to consider sending him to a small private school . . . he really may need some 

extra help and attention in terms of learning.” I feel despair. I feel fury. I ask questions with 

jargon: “Do you think there is some audio processing disorder things going on? Are you thinking 

he may actually have some sort of learning disability? How early can you test for these things? I 

really don’t sense that there is an issue. He is writing and beginning to read . . .” She answers, in 

my mind, with ways that are unsatisfactory, which prove that her own education is fairly lacking. 
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I begin composing an email in my head to the director of the preschool. I’ve been meaning to 

address the lack of serious attention to play at the school. Perhaps they would be amenable to 

parent feedback. I could cite Vygotsky, or even the last chapter in my own dissertation, or that 

publication I currently have under review with English Journal. But I am too wise for this. And I 

put on a smile. And I tell myself that the world is harsh. And that my son is resilient.                       

 

Figure 14. Facebook share from October 1, 2016. 
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Figure 15. Facebook post from March 13, 2016. 

On our way home in a full minivan, I get a text from my husband that he too is on his 

way, apologetic that he couldn’t help with kid pick-up. I call him mainly in order to vent about 

my son’s teacher, and as I hear the irrational anger in my voice, I am transported back to my first 

year teaching middle school English at a private Catholic school in the middle of Indiana. I 

cannot count the number of times my 21-year-old smug, “smart girl” first-year teacher self said 

something to the effect of: “There is something so insane that happens when people become 

parents. They are like totally normal, logical people, and then they spawn these babies and they 

turn into irrational protection monsters.” These monsters would rage at me the minute there was 

a hint that all was not perfect in the world of their children. I couldn’t even begin to access the 

volatile love that is parenting at that stage in my life, couldn’t imagine these insane, biased, 

human beings could actually give me much information that was valid in the education of their 

child. I couldn’t see past the emotion into the wisdom.  
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Figure 16. Facebook post from September 17, 2015. 

In the PBS documentary “Twice Born,” chronicling surgeons and families looking for 

help for their sick babies in utero, Dr. Holly Hedrick explained the way her mothering a special 

needs child (diagnosed with a degenerative genetic disorder) impacted how she now enacts her 

role as a surgeon: 

I’m a surgeon, so you see…we fix the problems…there’s a beginning and an end. [When 

they began realizing something was wrong with her daughter] I remember thinking “oh if 

this is what is then I’m not going to be able to work.” But then this is what it was, and 

there was a big moment, a sort of “soul searching stop everything” and then it became 

very apparent that I needed to go to work...It’s changed me. It’s changed the way I 

doctor...it does inform nearly everything I do...I have a different level of knowing what 

my patients are going through, and my parents, the waiting for what’s going on...so if 

they’re willing to go for it, I’m willing to go for it.  

There is clear synergy between the woman’s role as mother and as surgeon, much like 

there is clear synergy between my role as mother and professor and education. It is the 

willingness to collapse the boundaries between the “personal” and the “professional” that proves 
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to be, though messy, incredibly generative. And yet, Lillian Cunningham (2015) so accurately 

portrays the paradox in her interview with Anne-Marie Slaughter in her Washington Post piece 

entitled “Nurses, fathers, teachers, mothers. Why do we devalue someone the minute they care 

for others?” Are mothers in teacher education doubly devalued, then, as both teachers and 

mothers? 

 

Figure 17. Facebook post from September 15, 2016. 

Scene 8: Home Again Home Again 

My account should end here, but of course, it is only five in the afternoon, and there are 

various manipulations to be made, guilty bribing (when I know that intrinsic, not extrinsic, 

motivation is the goal). There will be dinner and homework folders and rolling my eyes at the 

waste of time of the reading log that holds us hostage to recording the “15 minutes” my daughter 

will be asked to read every night (I too once was an assigner of these reading logs). There will be 

me, sitting in the corner reading a work email being happily interrupted by the rising laughter as 

my husband rolls on the ground in “tickle monster” mode as my three tackle him again and 
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again. I stare, in love with their father and the tinge of danger and the physicality of bouncing, 

and I cannot help but think about my most emergent codes in some data in a high school English 

classroom: “joy,” “roleplay,” and “laughter.”  

 

Figure 18. Facebook post from July 6, 2015 after taking all three children to see Inside Out. 

My husband and I don’t even need to speak on these weeknights, our roles are so 

smoothly orchestrated. We both cook; I clean up; he puts the dishes away. I deal with homework; 

he deals with boo boo’s, antibiotic-assignations, and so on. He puts the two older ones to bed, 

complete with vitamin-taking and teeth-brushing and book-reading and (most excitingly) funny 

Youtube video-watching. I take charge of the not-so-baby baby, who delights in brushing and 

flossing her teeth with me, then choosing a book and directing me to the bed for “this” (her word 

for nursing). I speak words of life to her in meditation, pray over her mind and body and cover 

her and her siblings with love, and then, as her eyes begin to close, I guiltily turn on Netflix to 

binge-watch at least two episodes of Lost.  
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Figure 19. Facebook post from March 1, 2016. 

Embracing Entanglement 

 When I look at my life honestly, I find it hard to find even a solid moment that isn’t both 

this and that, a mingling of my mother-ness and my scholar-ness. In this synergistic space, I have 

become well acquainted with the ambiguity that can result. I wrote about this truth in the final 

chapter of my dissertation before my third child was born: 

With a five year old and two year old at the time of this dissertation drafting, it is safe to 

say, I am quite familiar with a wide range of varieties of messiness. My primary space for 

writing, for instance, is a cluttered mixture of stuffed animals, loud electronic toys, 

scholarly articles and books, coffee cups, and spilled chocolate chips (writing fuel). I’ve 

never been the neatest person, and the entry of these two short people into my life has 

cured any hope I ever had of having the kind of house where things are shiny and 

tasteful. Instead, I watch my two year old gleefully throw a handful of goldfish on the 

floor and, just before I can reach him, I see his little sweet, slightly dirt-stained foot rise 

to grind a satisfying crunch of crumbs into the carpet. I watch him run off laughing, no 

doubt intending to dump that huge toy container of little cars and animals he so loves out 

into the only clean spot of floor left in our tiny apartment. 
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All of this to say, I am at a phase of my life where I feel a bit suspicious of all 

things neat, tidy, and in-the-right-place. My life space is composed of conflicted 

interplays between my school self and my mommy self, my professional books and my 

children’s toys, my desire to finish this dissertation and my desire to play hide-in-seek 

until the summer dusk settles over the horizon. These juxtapositions that create so much 

mess simultaneously fuel my every pursuit. And so this dissertation has been, in many 

ways, a tossing of some proverbial goldfish on the floor to highlight the untied laces that 

keep tripping me, the bright orange crumbs that I found ground into the carpet of my 

research journey. 

 

 

Figure 20. Facebook post from September 1, 2016. 

It is true that, in the tangled busy mess of mother-scholar, there is the inability to depict 

all things neat and tidy in the field of education. Constantly inundated with the realness of kids, 

and, if you are a mother of more than one, the complexities of their differences, you, in many 

ways, live in a wild, breathing, research site. You do not get IRB approval to study them. But 

they, nevertheless, invade every question you ask, every context you research in, every analytic 
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method you employ, and every conclusion you reach. I grew into my status as academic through 

a slow and tedious, brick-by-brick process. I watched my theoretical framework expand from the 

ground up. My furniture is built on ideas, on process, on peer review. Parenthood, though, rushes 

in like a flood and seeps into every nook and cranny available. It is fueled by a passion birthed of 

fierce love.  

 

Figure 21. Facebook post from October 29, 2016. 

This is a story about how when I became a mother, so many things I believed abstractly 

about literacy became concretized. Graphic novels are powerful; authentic audiences are key for 

writing to matter; some kids enact their most vivid literacy practices as they bounce off the walls 

with toys in hand. But it is also the story about how my dual identities sometimes exist in less 

compatible dialectic, how their intersection breeds tension and juxtaposition: 
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Scholar Self: “Oh- that STAR test? Those scores are such an overly simplistic snapshot 

of my son’s literacy development, especially at the age of five. Far more impressive are 

his abilities to appropriate the affordances of materials for imaginative purposes and 

engage in social negotiations with his peers. We should be looking for signs of learning 

in children’s work, not standardized answers (Kress, 2009). 

 

Mommy Self: “WHAT?! I want my son to be the best at EVERYTHING!!!” 

As my children age into my actual area of expertise (middle/secondary literacy), I predict 

that I will experience near-constant interplays of both confirmation and rupture. Yet because this 

duality triggers ambiguity, it necessitates creative negotiation. I must work my way around the 

fact that test scores don’t matter and that parents want their child to be the best of the best at all 

things. I cannot merely sigh and point my finger at “those parents” that perpetuate systems of 

inequity. I have to exist within the skin of “that kind of parent who sends her children to private 

school” with all of the contradiction and unease that results. This kind of empathy breeds a 

different kind of inquiry, a different kind of tolerance for uncertainty, and a broader set of tools 

for solution-digging. 

This is also story about literacy, because it is about my own meaning-making. It is about 

how in everyday, living breathing moments...in that affective intensity that triggers a picture and 

a post...in that tortured can’t-sleep-at-night negotiation of “what is the best possible choice for 

my kid” and “what is the best possible choice for conscience,” I make meaning of my life, of the 

three creatures that flew into my mind’s life with such a flurry that the water still bubbles up 

from the impact.  
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And so, like most things worth anything, it’s complicated. Having children while in a 

fulfilling, consuming career is impossibly frustrating. One hundred times a day, I look with envy 

to my friends without children and imagine them productively clipping away on all of their 

manuscripts while I am a mile deep in snotty noses and poop and “play with me! Play with me!” 

But I’m told that being a scholar on any side of any fence isn’t a cakewalk. One colleague 

recently told me: “I envy all of you who have children and can walk out of your office each day 

at 4pm because you HAVE to go pick up your kids. Meanwhile, the work is piled on my desk 

because ‘after all, I have all the time in the world.’” 

 

Figure 22. Facebook post from August 11, 2015. 

There is no monolithic mother-scholar experience. And while there are similar themes 

that crop up now and then, there are also a huge range of affective and pragmatic experiences in 

the constellation of mother-scholar-hood. Those personally and professionally entangled in 

questions around meaning-making, agency, and equity need more of these stories, with all of the 

messiness and despair and breakdowns and victories and uncertainties. Shining a light on the 

funds of knowledge that impact how we make sense of our data, the schools we work in, the 

teachers/students we collaborate with, the notion of literacies writ broadly, and way we approach 
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teacher education might pave the way for more empathy and equity in our own field. Being both 

a mother and a scholar in the field of literacy education has interplayed in my life in incredibly 

rich synergistic ways, and it begs the question: what other experiences, what other multiple, fluid 

identities might be embraced rather than hidden? For instance, what is the role of our spiritual 

practices in our work with literacy research? In what ways does our everyday life at times affirm 

and other times clash with our commitments to literacy, to education, to equity? These questions 

aren’t merely fluff. Part of our ethical commitment to open-ended qualitative research inquiry 

involves making our positioning as a researcher clear, explicit, transparent.  

 When we collapse artificial binaries like the personal and professional, when we dare to 

talk about nipple shields and breast pumps in an academic paper, we may very well be more 

equipped to “rethink many of the boundaries and dichotomies we create as we engage in our 

world with children, youth, and adults, in and beyond schools.” We may even be better poised to 

“give up our boundary-making and interpretive practices” (Anders et al., 2016, p. 255) in order 

to “imagine new, more generous ways of seeing, experiencing, and valuing intersubjectivities, 

entanglements, and possibilities in our work” (p. 257). I think such imagination has a bit to do 

with social justice. This work is valuable, not just for literacy researchers, but for the future K-12 

teachers we are cultivating. None of us is just one thing, and it is often the selves we keep hidden 

from professional view that contain our most revelatory truths.  
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