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Abstract 

Two university educators engage in reflective discussion on insights gleaned from a yearlong 

yoga teacher training. Through critical reflection and analysis of their discussion, the educators 

determine that in spite of uncertain and uncomfortable times, educators can embrace the yogic 

concept of tapas, willingness to experience discomfort, to find contentment in their own praxis. 

The willingness to be vulnerable and experience discomfort as learners provides space for 

continued growth as educators.  
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Transformational Discomfort:  

The Impact of Yoga Teacher Training on University Pedagogy 

Every time I (Nora) step off my yoga mat, I’m left with the distinct feeling of having 

satisfied some deep need or desire; often I am not even aware of the need prior to the physical 

practice. That same feeling of contentment, or what yogis refer to as santosha, had been missing 

from my educational practice for longer than I care to admit. In an attempt to explore personal 

and professional options, I embarked on yoga teacher training (YTT). That year-long experience 

taught me more about myself as a person and an educator than I could have ever anticipated. As 

a result of exploring alternative personal and professional pathways, I reaffirmed my journey on 

the path I sought to disembark from—teacher education. 

Several months after completing YTT, I sat down with a friend and colleague (Amanda) 

to process the experience and to reflect on the ways in which YTT had begun to influence my 

university teaching. I have been a clinical professor in elementary and literacy education for five 

years at a large, land-grant university in the southeast. Prior to entering academia, I was an 

elementary teacher. During my time as a public educator, I began practicing yoga and have 

continued that practice for over a decade. If asked to describe myself, I would quickly respond 

with “I am an educator, a learner, and a yogi- not necessarily in that order.” Amanda is a doctoral 

candidate in literacy studies at the same university. However, our personal relationship predates 

our working, collaborative one. Because of the intersections of our relationship, the 

conversations about my YTT experiences have occurred across time, space, and contexts. After 

many discussions, we decided it might be helpful for others to read our thinking about the ways 

we believe YTT impacted Nora’s university teaching and analyses of interview data.  
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As former classroom teachers and current literacy teacher educators, we believe in the 

transformative power of critical reflection (Howard, 2003). The courses we teach include many 

opportunities for individual and shared reflections of experiences, instructional practices, and 

readings of texts. We engage in reflection about our own teaching and learning with each other 

and a collective of female colleagues who prioritize exploring uncomfortable conversations with 

the understanding that such collaborative, reflective action may result in intellectual growth 

(Dewey, 1933). We both agree with Palmer’s (1997) assertion that “We teach who we are” (p. 

2); we cannot easily disentangle the personal from the professional as we view teaching as a 

moral and ethical endeavor. We also agree that it is impossible to know who we are, both as 

people and as educators, in the absence of self-study and critical reflection. The intersection of 

our personal and teaching identities is constantly in flux, possibly never more so for Nora than in 

the time following her YTT as it coincided with a global pandemic and the increased momentum 

of The Movement for Black Lives following the murder of George Floyd.  

Our positionalities during this cultural moment remind us of the multiple tensions 

teachers face in their professional and personal lives. We are white female teacher educators 

responsible for apprenticing future teachers (also predominantly white women). Our state 

legislature (in Tennessee) recently legislated the exclusion of queer stories (Ronin, 2021) and 

critical race theory (Kruesi, 2021) in public school classroom instruction. In other words, the 

suppression of ideas central to our teaching philosophy is being codified as law. During the 

cultural and political upheaval of a pandemic, a turbulent election cycle, and a flashpoint for 

demanding racial equity, the usual tools of sound instructional design and collaborative 

reflection are insufficient. Nora realized during our reflective conversations that she was 
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reaching into a different toolbox—a cognitive, emotional, and physical one—to navigate these 

tensions. Amanda served as a facilitator for Nora’s reflection in this study. 

Theoretical Framework  

Yoga has a 5,000-year history as a spiritual, mental, and physical practice. Many people, 

especially in the western world, identify just one of the eight limbs of yoga (Satchidananda, 

1975), asana or physical postures, as the whole of the practice. The embodied practice of yoga is 

the path Nora first took as a yoga practitioner, and while she acknowledges she has not even 

scratched the surface of the history and deep knowledge of the tradition, she will attempt to 

briefly and succinctly describe the components most pertinent to this paper, the yamas and 

niyamas. Siber (2015) describes these as “the ethical principles that are supposed to guide how 

we relate to other people and how we take care of ourselves” (para. 3). 

Yamas 

As presented by Patanjali (Satchidananda, 2012), the yamas, sanskrit for restraints, have 

been interpreted by many philosophers and yogis as guidance on how people relate to one 

another. They include nonviolence (ahimsa), truthfulness (satya), non-stealing (asteya), 

conservation of energy (brahmacharya), and non-possessiveness (aparigraha). There are broad 

understandings of these concepts beyond what is conveyed at face value. For example, 

nonviolence, which definitely includes the avoidance of physical violence, also includes 

emotional interactions and even how we treat ourselves. 

Niyamas 

The niyamas, or observances, are principles for how we take care of ourselves. They 

include cleanliness (shaucha), contentment (santosha), purification through heat (tapas), self-

study (svadhyaya), and surrender to something greater than ourselves (ishvara prahidhana). Just 
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as the yamas have broad interpretations and ways of practice, so do the niyamas. Tapas can 

easily be understood as “sweating it out,” which may be true during an intense asana practice, 

but purification through heat also refers to the growth we can make when we engage in 

uncomfortable conversations. For example, we experience uncomfortable conversations as 

literacy researchers and teachers when our epistemologies, methodologies, or praxis are 

challenged. In our college courses, we often tell our students their greatest opportunities for 

learning happen when they are experiencing cognitive and/or emotional discomfort. Embracing 

tapas has been crucial to the revisions and modifications we have made to coursework over the 

last year-and-a-half.  

Critical Reflection 

There is over a century’s worth of work focused on reflective thought in education (e.g. 

Dewey, 1909; Schon, 1983; Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002; Lemley, 2017). Schon (1983) 

introduced the notion of “reflective practitioner”—a designation many of us in the teaching 

profession use to describe ourselves. Both reflecting on past action, reflection-on-action, and in 

the moment responsiveness—that is, “thinking on your feet” or reflection-in-action 

(Schon,1983), are crucial to reflective practice and subsequently effective teaching in the 

classroom at any grade or age level as well as in the yoga studio. Although reflection is a 

constant practice for both of us, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in increased 

reflection on both our teaching practices and on personal work, especially regarding race. As we 

engaged in reading and discussion, often focusing on race and/or class, we found it very difficult 

to separate the personal from the professional. Our university teaching shifted as a result. 

A level of curiosity about problems must be present in reflective thought (Dewey, 1909; 

Larrivee, 2000). This means the reflective practitioner does not accept their initial thought. 
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Instead, they acknowledge a disorienting dilemma (Mezirow, 2000) or confusion and persist to 

follow through with inquiry into possible interpretations of the problem and/or solution(s). The 

necessity of curiosity and persistence in the face of situations or ways of thinking which create 

frustration, confusion, or discomfort dovetails with the description of tapas applied to the 

reflective processes of thinking and problem solving in which effective teachers (yoga and 

classroom) are consistently engaged.  

Methodology 

This self-case study is bounded (Stake, 2006) by Nora’s entrance into, completion of, and 

reflection about a yoga teacher training (YTT) program in the context of her role as a clinical 

professor of elementary and literacy education. We analyzed data in an attempt to answer the 

research question Do the tensions experienced in a yoga teacher training influence one teacher 

educator’s pedagogy? 

Data Generation 

Framed by the yamas and niyamas, in addition to re-readings of Nora’s YTT journal, 

Amanda generated a semi-structured (Roulston, 2010) interview protocol to guide our discussion 

(see Appendix 1). The 90-minute interview was recorded and hand-transcribed. We used an 

image (see photograph taken by Nora during YTT below) and writings from Nora’s yoga 

teaching journal as catalysts for reflection during the interview process. Journal entries included 

reflections on readings of assigned texts and those self-selected for study during and after YTT 

(e.g. Light on Yoga by B.K.S. Iyengar; Living Your Yoga by Judith Lasater; Meditations on 

Intention and Being by Rolf Gates). While we acknowledge the usefulness of a journal focused 

on university teaching, the current study was not pre-planned, but a retrospective study: a result 
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of reflective conversations and thus the interview served as a place to reflect on educational 

practices in place of an ongoing, pedagogical journal.  

 

Figure 1. Characteristics of a Yoga Teacher 
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Data Analysis 

We identified the yamas and niyamas as a priori codes (Saldana, 2016). These codes 

were based on Nora’s recognized intersections between her teaching practice(s) and yoga 

practice(s). Her recognition came about through the study of yogic philosophies, texts, 

conversations with her yoga teachers and fellow yogis in combination with reflections on her 

own personal, educational, and academic learning/development as well as reflections on her 

teaching and the learning/development of her university students. These intersections highlighted 

the usefulness of the yamas and niyamas as tools for reflection to be used both “on the mat” 

during physical asana practice and in daily life (Siber, 2015).  

The codebook (Table 1) highlights the codes, an exemplar of each code, as well as the 

instances of agreement. Based on the instances of agreement regarding tapas, we chose to 

explore that particular theme in detail.  

Table 1 

 

Codebook  

 

Code and Definition Exemplars # 

nonviolence (ahimsa): can refer to 

physical injury, but also how our 

language, behaviors, or thoughts 

can do harm to ourselves and 

others.   

So it definitely impacted me there, as far as being 

less quick for myself to get frustrated with students, 

and then in turn being frustrated with myself for 

feeling like maybe I hadn’t done my job as well as I 

should have, or feeling like, oh I don’t know as 

much as I should or whatever…. 

 

In a way that, I wouldn’t say I’ve been judgmental 

of my students but kind of like, “C’mon guys, you 

know more than this.”... 

6 

truthfulness (satya): thinking, 

speaking, and acting truthfully and 

with integrity. 

But I’m also really up front with folks, like I’ll tell 

them I just finished teacher training, you know, 

when people are in class and they’re like, “I’m not 

good at yoga,” and I’m like, “I’m not either,” you 

know? “It’s fine. We’re all just gonna practice. 

1 
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We’re here, so that’s important.” You know, I do try 

to be honest with folks about what I don’t know. 

Because I think it’s far worse to try to pretend and 

bluff and then keep being called on it, you might as 

well just let them know that you don’t know 

non-stealing (asteya): often rooted 

in feeling less than or lacking; can 

refer to literal stealing of physical 

objects, hoarding, or even 

disrupting someone else’s feelings 

of contentment. 

 
0 

conservation of energy 

(brahmacharya): how much energy 

is being used and where energy is 

directed; devoting energy to 

spiritual growth and toward the 

positive. 

So all of the things that I felt like I could change 

myself within what I was already doing didn’t seem 

like viable options, and continuing just to complain 

to my coworkers and my husband didn’t seem like a 

viable option either for any kind of resolution. 

 

I’ve also found a way to draw some clearer 

boundaries ...trying to find balance in a way that’s 

helpful for me and helps me remain productive. 

4 

non-possessiveness (aparigraha): 

letting go of strong feelings such as 

possessiveness or jealousy; letting 

go of attachments to people and 

objects.  

So that was - I was able to experience some 

humility and vulnerability in a way that I haven’t 

had the opportunity to before, or maybe haven’t 

allowed myself to have before, because I think a lot 

of our performance as academics is presenting 

ourselves as experts and, you know, like, “Gotta 

make sure I look like I know what I’m doing… 

5  

embrace cleanliness (saucha): can 

refer to physical cleanliness of the 

body, but also to purity of mind and 

spirit.  

 
0 

contentment (santosha): acceptance 

of and gratitude for what we 

already have; a sense of ease with 

yourself. 

So just all the overlap and things that were helpful 

for me and then my biggest takeaway was that I’m 

doing exactly what I should be doing. 

 

I’ve found that I’m a lot calmer. I don’t freak out 

and overreact immediately to things in my work 

life  

8 

purification through heat (tapas): 

when one habitual pattern rubs up 

against a new, more beneficial one 

So there was a real sense of tension for me to be in a 

space where I didn’t feel like I knew anything. Like 

I felt very much like, “There’s so much here,... 

10 
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I get so hung up on my students’ evaluations,...for 

whatever reason then I need to just kinda let that go 

on.  

 

And folks are starting to push back and say, “Well, 

why?...So there’s been a push for everybody.  

 

So initially I was really nervous. ...I’m gonna have 

to tell them in a room full of people who just paid to 

take a class with me, “I don’t know.” 

self-study (svadhyaya): deepening 

our knowledge through self-study, 

reading, and reflection. 

Am I gonna be able to help my yoga students 

modify as effectively as my teacher in yoga teacher 

training? No, absolutely not! In 15 years, if I 

continue to train and learn and read and practice, 

maybe, right? 

 

I’ve noticed just flipping through my journal a few 

minutes ago like I would have one 20-minute class 

and it would be five pages in my journal, like 

writing down “breath cue,” writing down like every 

single tiny thing I was gonna say and wanted people 

to do. And now my pages for an hour and fifteen 

minutes, I can do that on two pages. So I’ve gotten 

better at planning, I’ve gotten better at thinking 

through stuff, balancing my classes in a way that 

makes sense to me and in a way that I want to teach 

 

The more I teach, the more confident I am, and the 

more confident I am, the more comfortable I am, the 

more I want to do something.  

6 

surrender to something greater than 

ourselves (ishvara prahidhana): 

connection to our “inner compass”; 

heartfulness practice (Rea, 2007). 

So I felt like a brand new student in a brand new 

field, and I was. And it was overwhelming in a very 

humbling way. 

 

So that was - I was able to experience some 

humility and vulnerability in a way that I haven’t 

had the opportunity to before, or maybe haven’t 

allowed myself to have before… 

 

…they’re so nervous when we first start to observe 

them, but then they open themselves up and they’re 

vulnerable, and they’re willing to make mistakes 

and they’re willing to share a sense of humility and 

4 



Vines & Rigell   TRANSFORMATIONAL DISCOMFORT 
 

82 
 

know that they don’t know everything and be open 

to that. And I see a lot of parallels there. 

 

Discussion 

As we engaged with the interview data, we chose to focus the discussion of this paper on 

the yogic principle of tapas, that is, “when one habitual pattern rubs up against a new, more 

beneficial one” (Siber, 2015, para. 4). We chose two of the interview question responses to 

discuss in-depth: “Did the yoga teacher training impact your university teaching?” and “Is there 

any analogy between differentiating in academic teaching and differentiating in yoga instruction 

when development is so much more (physically) visible in one than the other?” In the context of 

the COVID-19 global pandemic as well as the social unrest resulting from the systemic racism, 

brutality, and unjust treatment of Black people and people of color in the United States, a focus 

on tapas is especially timely. Specifically, Nora has become increasingly aware of how her own 

classroom and university teaching has not been focused on diversity, equity, justice, and 

liberation such as is necessary for disrupting cycles of oppression pervasive in the public 

education system(s). Thus, her previously unrecognized habitual patterns of reinforcing deficit 

and inequitable practices were recognized and she embarked on changing them.  

Based on collaboration with colleagues and inspired by the work of former colleagues, 

course readings and assignments shifted to focus on race, one important element of identity for 

exploration and reflection. This shift was purposeful in that it provided opportunities for 

predominantly white teacher candidates to reflect on their own experiences and identities, which 

will ultimately impact their pedagogy (Howard, 2003). To quote Dr. Bettina L. Love (2019), 

“…my hope is that my students’ personal social justice journey of making Whiteness visible 

starts in my class, but it cannot end there” (p. 130). This shift also provided space for engaging in 
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“uncomfortable” dialogue in a brave space with the goal of teacher candidates being more 

prepared and willing to support their future students in similar conversations.  

The findings from our analysis of the interview data are split into two distinct categories: 

empathizing with teacher candidates’ discomfort and differentiating across spaces. The 

following section highlights selections from the interview transcription along with our thoughts 

and reflections on those selections as they pertain to Nora’s teaching with pre-service teachers.  

Interview Selection #1: Empathizing with Teacher Candidates’ Discomfort 

Amanda: Did the yoga teacher training impact your university teaching? 

Nora: “So there was a real sense of tension for me to be in a space where I didn’t 

feel like I knew anything. I felt very much like, ‘There’s so much here, there’s no 

way I’m gonna be able to distill all this information; there’s no way I’m gonna be 

able to synthesize all of this in a year.’ I felt like a brand new student in a brand 

new field, and I was. And it was overwhelming in a very humbling way. At the 

very beginning I felt like ‘Wow, what have I done here? There’s no way I’m ever 

gonna be able to master all of this stuff.’ Then as we progressed week to week 

through a curriculum, through a scope and sequence, I really started to make a lot 

of connections and draw a lot of parallels to my students’ experiences. I was 

humbled and forced to be vulnerable as a student in a way that I hadn’t been, even 

starting my doctorate program. I was genuinely surprised by how little I knew. I 

knew how little I knew, but being in a room of people who know a lot of stuff and 

with somebody who’s an expert in their field is scary.” 

We selected this passage because Nora is describing her engagement with and experience 

of tapas from the very outset of her training program. She had felt like an expert in her 



Vines & Rigell   TRANSFORMATIONAL DISCOMFORT 
 

84 
 

professional life and in her teaching for years. She had forgotten the discomfort brought on by 

the awareness of lacking the knowledge and experiences everyone else in the learning context 

appears to have. Of course, she had experienced similar feelings at professional conferences and 

meetings at the beginning of her academic career, but not to this degree since. To be honest, her 

first instinct was to quit YTT, but through the willingness to sit with the discomfort, to reflect on, 

and in, action (Schon, 1983), she did not necessarily reach a sense of comfort, but she did begin 

connecting with the experiences of the pre-service teachers in her courses. This connection led to 

the restructuring of assignments, specifically in the supports and scaffolds she included in 

instruction. Some examples include taking the time to walk and talk students through examples 

of assignments instead of simply making them available; building in additional review dates for 

components of larger assignments to be turned in for feedback; and generally being more 

compassionate and flexible with grading, that is, a focus on feedback instead of the 

numerical/letter grade. Nora also believes that this practice with tapas during YTT prepared her 

for the more uncomfortable and truly disruptive experiences with learning more about the 

intersections of identity (Crenshaw, 1989) and helped her seek to center diversity in coursework 

and teaching.  

Following the interview selection sections, Table 2 aligns questions from Muhammad’s 

(2021) reflective framework with example pedagogical shifts. 

Interview Selection #2: Differentiating Across Spaces 

Amanda: I’m curious if you think there’s any analogy between differentiating in 

academic teaching and differentiating in yoga instruction when development is so 

much more (physically) visible in one than the other.  
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Nora: So that goes back to empathy and understanding of where they [pre-service 

teachers] are developmentally and where I was forced to be -- and where I still am 

--developmentally [in yoga teaching]. I’m just thinking about, when I’m teaching 

[yoga], I still don’t move very far from my mat when I’m teaching. I still feel like 

I have to physically demonstrate what I’m saying because I can’t yet separate the 

two. Like as I’m guiding somebody through a sun salutation, I feel very unsure of 

-- if I’m not doing the sun salutation, am I gonna remember all the steps to 

verbally cue them? So I’m very uncomfortable stepping away from my supports 

as a [yoga] teacher with my written lessons in my journal and my mat and my 

own demonstrations. I actually think there’s a lot of overlap in seeing the 

development of a teacher -- it looks different, because we don’t necessarily use 

our bodies in the same way as a classroom teacher, but the types of supports and 

the things that we lean on to be successful across stages of development in our 

knowledge and skill and ability to convey that to our students I feel like in my 

experience with teacher training and transitioning into teaching yoga and then my 

experience over the last 15 years training as an educator, being an educator, and 

educating educators follows a really similar developmental structure.  

This selection highlights the shifts in thinking Nora underwent as she reflected on the 

support she relied on to feel prepared for yoga teaching. For quite some time, she had felt 

frustration with pre-service teachers’ heavy use of pre-packaged curricular materials in their 

written lesson plans during instruction. She had forgotten her own reliance on the same supports 

as a novice classroom teacher. Embarking on teaching yoga in a studio setting thrust her back 

into discomfort and uncertainty. Once again, the dissonance of old and, potentially, new patterns 
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created space for Nora to cultivate compassion for herself and for the students with whom she 

works. In embracing supports that allowed her to be both an effective and efficient yoga teacher 

based on her developing skill and knowledge, she found connections between her experiences 

and those of her students. Shifting away from judgment, she began to have conversations with 

students about the supports they used, how and why they chose them, and their plans for 

removing and/or revising those supports as their confidence, knowledge, and skill developed. 

These conversations were beneficial for her as she refocused her critical reflection on 

observations of pre-service teachers’ instruction from judgment and evaluation to curiosity and 

problem-solving. They were also beneficial for students as debriefings became less intimidating 

and provided more opportunities for coaching and shared reflection. Further, drawing on 

compassion and connecting the individual differences of fellow YTT yogis to the necessity for 

differentiation for her own students supported Nora in cultivating a sense of curiosity regarding 

the ways in which she could adjust her own pedagogy. Working from a position of learning, 

curiosity, and problem-solving led to a newfound sense of contentment (santosha). 

Muhammad’s (2021) questions, found in Table 2, are a useful framework for critically 

reflecting on pedagogical shifts. Through reflection, collaboration, and refinement of major 

assignments, Nora experienced both tapas and santosha as a result of engaging with content 

specifically related to race and modeling her own reflective processes with teacher candidates. 

Weekly reflections provided space for teacher candidates to share confusions, frustrations, 

questions, and/or feedback, which Nora could respond to in an individual and relatively safe 

space. These weekly reflections often included constructive feedback for improvement to course 

work, content, and pedagogy. She used this feedback to make “real time” adjustments based on 

specific instructional needs or wants.  
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These adjustments were not always easy or comfortable (for Nora or students) as many 

students were in quite different developmental stages of reflecting on their own racial identities. 

For example, Nora would receive conflicting feedback; some students expressed a desire to focus 

more on “actual teaching” instead of all “the race stuff;” while others expressed discomfort and 

gratitude for the opportunities to hear others’ perspectives, ask questions, and engage with 

readings, scenarios, and discussions as preparation for their future teaching. Based on feedback, 

instructional shifts were made with compassion to support all students toward their goals as well 

as to encourage critical reflection in ways that would help them make connections to their future 

teaching.  

Although the cultural autobiography assignment had been part of the elementary methods 

course for some time, the assigned readings (e.g. Kirk & Okazawa-Rey, 2013; Tatum, 2013) 

students read in preparation for the assignment as well as guiding questions for reflection were 

revised. These revisions were made both in collaboration with colleagues and based on the work 

of former colleagues. A one-on-one debrief after the paper was submitted was also added for 

opportunities to further reflect, ask questions, and receive feedback from students about the 

assignment and the reflecting and writing process. Table 2 highlights additional pedagogical 

shifts that have occurred since Nora completed YTT. 
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Table 2 

Alignment across Muhammad’s (2021) Guiding Questions and Example Shifts in Pedagogy 

Questions to Ask about 

Syllabus, Program of Study 
Changes in Instructional Practices 

1. Are students reading from 

diverse authors/scholars? 

 

• Baker, Delpit, Howard, Ladson-Billings 

• Cultural Autobiography changes (based on 

the work of former and current colleagues) 

• Social action component of unit plans 

• Padlet and reflection 

• Culture and language as themes across 

courses instead of specialized topics 

• Race as a theme in one methods course 

2. Are students reading and 

learning BIPOC theories? 
• Baker, Delpit, Howard, Ladson-Billings 

• Cultural Autobiography changes (based on 

the work of former and current colleagues) 

3. Are students learning 

criticality? 

 

• Baker, Delpit, Howard, Ladson-Billings 

• Cultural Autobiography changes (based on 

the work of former and current colleagues) 

• Padlet and reflection 

• Culture and language as themes across 

courses instead of specialized topics 

4. Are assignments pushing 

students to think about, 

understand, and disrupt 

oppression? 

 

• Cultural Autobiography changes (based on 

the work of former and current colleagues) 

• Social action component of unit plans 

• Culture and language as themes across 

courses instead of specialized topics 

• Race as a theme in one methods course 

• Novel Study assignment for literacy methods 

course shifted to explore housing insecurity  

5. Are policies making it 

impossible for students to 

fail? 

 

• Weekly reflections 

• Grading policies focus more on feedback 

from me than number grades 

6. Are policies written in critical 

love? 

 

• Weekly reflections 

• Grading policies focus more on feedback 

from me than number grades 

7. How is my content connected 

to real life application? 

 

• Weekly reflections 

• Cultural Autobiography changes (based on 

the work of former and current colleagues) 

• Social action component of unit plans 

• Padlet and reflection 
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• Culture and language as themes across 

courses instead of specialized topics 

• Race as a theme in one methods course 

8. Am I energized for teaching 

and learning? 
• Through tapas I’ve found a way to santosha 

(contentment) 

• I am learning more than ever, both from and 

with students 

• There is a sense of joy in working with 

students toward a common goal of 

multicultural and anti-racist teaching 

9. Have I done the things I ask 

my students to do? 
• YES! Generating exemplars provides 

opportunity to refine assignments in addition 

to guiding how to support students through 

the assignment process. 

• Knowledge is co-constructed with students, 

so we are all positioned as both teacher(s) and 

learner(s) 

• I engage with students through weekly 

reflection discussions and community 

(discussion board) reading responses 

10. Is the instruction reflective of 

my students’ histories, 

identities, literacies, and 

liberation? How? 

• Weekly reflections 

• Cultural Autobiography changes (based on 

the work of former and current colleagues) 

• Culture and language as themes across 

courses instead of specialized topics 

• Padlet and reflection 

 

Conclusion  

The discussion of interview excerpts focusing on tapas provide context and general shifts 

in Nora’s thinking related to her university teaching, with specific examples of how these shifts 

manifested in her pedagogy are included in Figure 2 above. A focus on identity can be seen in 

these examples, which was a result of reflective practice, collaborative reflection and learning, 

and combined efforts with colleagues to redesign coursework. One instructional decision was to 

use race as an element of identity: a thread or theme to expand teacher candidates’ knowledge of 

themselves, a focus for personal and professional reflection, and application for building 

knowledge of [their] future students. Both teacher educators and classroom teachers may find 
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seemingly small, initial changes in pedagogy make important shifts in both teaching and 

learning.  

Given the current contexts of a global pandemic and movements for just and equitable 

treatment of Black people and people of color in the United States, many educators are 

experiencing tapas, the discomfort that often arises when we allow ourselves to engage in new 

ways of thinking or being. While we acknowledge that this is relatively new work for us, it most 

certainly is not new for many teachers and teacher educators. Further, we do not wish to position 

ourselves as anything close to experts, but we do hope to provide one teacher educator’s 

perspectives and experiences. As student populations continue to diversify (Branstetter et al., 

2019), the teaching profession remains predominantly white and female (Will, 2020). Further, in 

the context of sweeping racist legislation, reflection and learning about race in efforts towards 

anti-racist teaching and education is the responsibility of teachers and teacher educators.  

Muhammad’s (2021) guiding questions for teacher educators can be found once more in 

Table 3 along with questions for classroom teachers to reflect on their pedagogy.  
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Table 3 

Questions to Guide Reflection 

Questions to Ask 

about Your Syllabus and Program of Study 

Reflecting upon Pedagogy 

1. Are students reading from diverse 

authors/scholars? 

2. Are students reading and learning 

BIPOC theories? 

3. Are students learning criticality? 

4. Are assignments pushing students to 

think about, understand, and disrupt 

oppression? 

5. Are policies making it impossible for 

students to fail? 

6. Are policies written in critical love? 

7. How is my content connected to real 

life application? 

8. Am I energized for teaching and 

learning? 

9. Have I done the things I ask my 

students to do? 

10. Is the instruction reflective of my 

students’ histories, identities, 

literacies, and liberation? How? 

1. Out of all the things in the world, why 

are you teaching this? (purpose!) 

2. How will your instruction help 

students learn something about 

themselves or others? 

3. How will your instruction help 

students learn new skills? 

4. How will your instruction help 

students to learn something new? 

5. How will your instruction help 

students to learn anti-oppression or 

anti-racism? 

6. What texts will you layer to support 

learning? (texts matter!) 

7. Are you energized about the teaching 

and learning? 

8. How will you make it impossible for 

students to fail? 

9. How will you change as a result? 

10. How will instruction spread and 

amplify joy? Do you include joy about 

people of color? 

Note. From Dr. Gholdy Muhammad’s Keynote address at the SUNY Cortland 5th Annual 

Literacy Conference (2021). 

The guiding questions in the left-hand column are specific to teacher educators, while 

those in the right-hand column are useful for classroom teachers’ reflective practice. Nora 

incorporated the reflective questions in the right-hand column in final class meetings of her 

literacy methods and general elementary methods courses this past academic semester. She will 

continue to use both sets of questions as explicit modeling of her own reflective practice, tools to 

elicit teacher candidate feedback, and as a support for teacher candidates to use in their own 

reflective practice. 
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Nora plans to continue her reflective work through reading, discussion, collaborative 

work, written reflections in a university-teaching specific journal, as well as social and 

educational action in her immediate community. We urge educators to use their discomfort and 

vulnerability to leverage new ways of thinking about their praxis; use these opportunities for 

reflection and learning to cultivate compassion for themselves as learners and educators; and as 

sources of compassion and empathy for the colleagues, students, and communities they are 

learning alongside.  

From the work of others (e.g. Dewey, 1909; Schon, 1983; Howard, 2003; Lemley, 2017) 

and our own work presented here, learning new and uncomfortable things or being put in 

positions of vulnerability will ultimately enhance our own teaching! Vulnerability, compassion, 

and critical reflection can't be achieved in our teaching if we do not continually position 

ourselves as learners and if we are not experiencing and engaging with tapas on a regular basis. 

Nora found the excerpt below from her YTT Journal to be especially useful for her own thinking 

about herself as an educator. In response to Palmer’s (1997), “We teach who we are”, she wrote  

But who we are is constantly in flux. My experiences, moods, interests, beliefs,  

knowledge, students, relationships are always shifting and changing. So, what and how I  

teach changes and shifts as well. I think it should. 

Reading her reflection, she connected again to the work of Love (2019), who said, “Too often we 

think the work of fighting oppression is just intellectual. The real work is personal, emotional, 

spiritual, and communal” (p. 51). We encourage educators to experience times of discomfort and 

uncertainty with a sense of vulnerability and curiosity. What can you discover about yourself as a 

learner and educator?  
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Appendix A 

Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

• Why did you decide to participate in a yoga teacher training program? 

o Do you think the mindfulness component of yoga made it especially appealing as 

an alternative pathway or do you think it was just very pragmatic? 

• In what ways did the yoga teacher training impact your university teaching? 

• Let’s talk more about your experience as a student. What similarities did you experience 

between the yoga teacher training and your elementary (undergraduate), literacy 

(masters), and Ed.D. programs? 

o  You talked about everyone in the teacher training starting at a different level and 

having different goals. And I guess one distinction between academic instruction 

and yoga instruction is that one is very physical, and you can see it. You can see 

the development happening with your own eyes, if you’re a seeing person. So I’m 

curious if you think there’s any analogy between differentiating in academic 

teaching and differentiating in yoga instruction when development is so much 

more visible in one than the other?  

• What was your greatest takeaway from the yoga teacher training? 
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