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ABSTRACT 

 

 Professional identity has to do with one’s professional self-concept and has particular 

significance for environmental educators, a majority of whom do not have an educational 

background in their chosen field and thus have missed a crucial period of professional 

identity development. Much research has been done on professional identity, its sub-

identities, and how it develops, but little has been done specifically with environmental 

educators. To explore the professional identity and sub-identities of environmental educators 

my research questions were: 1) What themes of professional identity arise from the narratives 

of environmental educators? 2) How does a novice environmental educator’s professional 

identity change across time and experience over the course of a semester-long practicum 

course? 3) How do the professional identity narratives and themes of experienced 

environmental educators differ from those of novice environmental educators?  

 Data to answer these questions were collected by conducting focus groups with two 

purposive samples from two distinct study populations. Sample one consisted of novice 

environmental education students taking a fifteen-week undergraduate practicum course in 

environmental education, with data collected pre-practicum and post-practicum. Sample two 

consisted of experienced environmental educators who were members of a professional 

environmental educator organization with data collected at one point in time. Data from both 

samples were coded for emerging themes of professional identity and turned into composite 

poetic portraitures using direct quotes from subjects to express dominant themes and sub-

identities. Results showed that the theme of professional competency increased for the 

novices over the course of the practicum, whereas the theme of being knowledge holders 

decreased. For the experienced environmental educators, dominant professional identity 

themes included being those that connect others to nature and being social-emotional 

educators. The results suggest there could be value in more emphasis in environmental 

teacher education on how to create connections and on social-emotional education. This 

study and its results could be used to enhance the training of environmental educators in 

camps, nature centers, and environmental education programs across our state and country.  
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Chapter I: Introduction 
 

 

Background and Context 
 

 

 A 2019 study of environmental educators revealed that 79.5% of professionals 

working in the field did not have an educational background in education or environmental 

education (Gupta, et al). This statistic indicates that people working in environmental 

education (EE) frequently come to their profession though other fields of study, such as 

natural resources, outdoor recreation, environmental studies, the sciences, or even 

volunteerism. Since one of the major components of undergraduate education is the constant 

construction process of developing professional identity (Carvalho et al., 2021), one has to 

wonder what impact not having an educational background in their field has on the 

professional identity of environmental educators. Do they have a clear picture of who they 

are professionally? How does their professional identity develop and change as they accrue 

experience in their field? 

 For the purpose of this study, I chose to define professional identity as a way of being 

and a lens to evaluate, learn, and make sense of one’s professional practice (Trede et al., 

2012). In essence, professional identity is the answer or answers we give ourselves to the 

question “Who am I as a professional?” 

 Research on professional identity, especially teacher professional identity, has 

increased over the last ten years (Avraamidou, 2014; Ivanova & Skara-Mincne, 2016; Saka et 

al., 2013; Živković, 2018). An emerging strand of professional identity research employs the 

use of elicited metaphors as a way of exploring the complex concepts of identity and self 

(Nguyen, 2016; L. Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011; Zhu & Zhu, 2018). By creating personal 

professional identity metaphors, both novice and experienced teachers have been better able 
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to formulate, express, develop, and interact with their teacher identities (Alger, 2009; Farrell, 

2011; Ma & Gao, 2017; Zhao et al., 2010). In addition, studies have shown that exploring the 

concept of professional identity can help people navigate a new career, job change, or major 

life event (Bentley et al., 2019). It can also help increase self-reflection, critical awareness, 

and problem solving skills (Wan & Low, 2015). 

 Based on the established importance of exploring professional identity, its benefits, 

and the precedence of using elicited metaphors to do so, I conducted a study of two purposive 

samples from two distinct study populations. Sample one consisted of two cohorts of novice 

environmental education students taking a fifteen-week undergraduate practicum course in 

environmental education. Data were collected in 2021 and 2022, both pre-practicum and 

post-practicum, to compare the changes in subjects’ professional identity over time and 

across experience accrued during the practicum course. Students taking the practicum course 

included Environmental Education and Interpretation majors, Wildlife Education majors, 

Forest Recreation majors, and Education majors with an Environmental Education minor, all 

of whom had similar coursework and preparation previous to their practicum experience.  

Sample two consisted of experienced environmental educators who were members of 

two different professional environmental educator organizations with data collected at one 

point in time. Data for both samples were collected in a group setting using two elicited 

metaphor prompts and one narrative prompt to stimulate the subjects’ discussion of their 

professional identity.  

 

Problem Statement and Significance of Study 
 

 As previously stated, a majority of people working in the field of EE do not have an 

educational background in their profession. Even those who do, may not have much practical 

experience teaching before entering their profession. A search of the North American 
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Association for Environmental Education’s higher education database done in 2021 revealed 

only nine undergraduate major programs in environmental education in the United States that 

included practical experience as a part of their curriculum. This indicates that pre-

professional practical opportunities for those in EE are scarce, unlike pre-service teachers 

who at least have access to practical student teaching experience. More recently, COVID-19 

put additional restrictions on access to practical EE experiences in public schools, nature 

centers, and field stations.    

 While many studies investigating professional identity have been conducted with pre-

service teachers in traditional teacher education programs, in my literature review, I found 

less than five studies related to the professional identity of environmental educators. To fill 

this research gap, this study set out to investigate the professional identity of both 

experienced and novice teachers in the environmental education field.   

 Data from sample one, undergraduate novice environmental educators taking a 

semester long Environmental Education and Interpretation Practicum course at the University 

of Wisconsin—Stevens Point (UWSP), could be used to inform and enhance the content and 

quality of the curriculum modules of the practicum, including the addition of content 

specifically designed to explore professional identity development. Data from sample two, 

experienced environmental educators, will be used to compare the novices’ idealization of 

their profession with the experienced professionals’ reality as an environmental educator. 

This information and comparison could also be used to enhance the curriculum of the 

practicum so that it more accurately reflects the challenges and realities in the field. My 

research findings could also be incorporated into non-academic forms of EE employee 

training at camps, nature centers, and parks where staff are seasonal and training is often 

done in short time spans of one or two weeks (Knapp, 2000). 
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Research Goals 
 

 

 The primary goal of my research was to explore and recount the narratives, themes, 

and sub-identities of environmental educators’ professional identity using elicited metaphors 

and narrative inquiry. The secondary aim of my research was to develop a series of 

professional identity prompts using elicited metaphor and narrative inquiry that could be 

useful in environmental educator training. The key research questions of my study were: 

 

1. What themes of professional identity arise from the narratives of environmental 

educators? 

2. How does a novice environmental educator’s professional identity change across time 

and experience during a semester-long practicum course?   

3. How do the professional identity narratives and themes of experienced environmental 

educators differ from those of novice environmental educators? 

 

Limitations and Assumptions 
 

 One of the main limitations of my research was the unique challenges of the COVID-

19 pandemic which decreased access to the public and the use of face-to-face research 

methods. Because of this, I was limited in the sample groups I could access and how I could 

access them. Adjustments to the undergraduate practicum course caused by COVID-19 

included less hands-on teaching experiences for the students and less access to the students 

themselves because of social distancing protocols, contact quarantining, and switches to 

virtual learning. Thus, my sample size for the 2021 practicum was only nine students and 

2022 was only six students. In addition, I was only able to connect with the experienced 

environmental educator sample group through Zoom, once with a group of three educators, 
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and once with a group of four educators. I believe that Zoom burnout (educators being weary 

of virtual teaching and using Zoom) may have contributed to the low turnout for these online 

focus group sessions.  

  Also, for the novice environmental educators, I had to fit the professional identity 

data collection focus group into an existing program of academic study, the practicum course. 

Though participation was completely voluntary and not related to their grade in any way, 

students may have been eager to get the focus groups done so they could go home for the 

day. 

 Another limitation of the 2021 practicum sample was the predominance of Wildlife 

Education majors, many of whom viewed themselves primarily as animal caregivers and 

zookeepers and only secondarily, if that, as educators. It is likely that this perspective on their 

future as professionals in animal care affected their responses about their professional identity 

as environmental educators. The 2022 practicum sample was mostly Environmental 

Education and Interpretation majors.  

 As far as assumptions, I assumed that all participants would be able and willing to 

create metaphors and communicate honest narratives about their perceptions of their own 

professional identity. Past research has shown that when participants are coached in what 

conceptual metaphors are, and when they are convinced that their metaphors impact their 

development as educators, they are more likely to engage in the process authentically and 

successfully (Wan & Low, 2015). For that reason, I incorporated a short explanation of what 

metaphors are and how they could be used to expand concepts of professional identity in the 

data collection process.  

 In my research, I did have two subjects in the practicum cohorts who, despite the 

explanation of metaphors, did not successfully create an A=B (noun=noun) written metaphor. 

Instead, they created a noun=adjective description. Since themes, not metaphors, were the 
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end goal for data, I was still able to use those data sets. In addition, there was one subject 

from the experienced environmental educator sample group who had difficulty creating and 

discussing professional identity metaphors for all three prompts. Because of this, that 

subject’s data did not generate any discernible emerging professional identity themes.   

 

Definition of Terms 
 

 

Cohort – a group of students that enter a program together and remain together throughout 

its duration (University of Mary Hardin-Baylor, 2022). 

 

Composite Narrative – Using data from multiple individuals to tell a single story or 

narrative (Willis, 2018). 

 

Elicited Metaphor- Metaphors or metaphorical language drawn out or evoked from 

participants in response to a researcher’s prompts or questions (Salmons, 2020). 

 

Environmental Education (EE) – A process that allows individuals to explore 

environmental issues, engage in problem solving, and take action to improve the 

environment. (US EPA, 2012). 

 

Found Poetry – Poetry created by taking words, phrases, and sometimes whole passages 

from other sources and reframing them by making changes in spacing and lines, or by adding 

or deleting text (Academy of American Poets, 2020) 

 

Metaphor – Understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another (Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1981). 
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Narrative Inquiry - The process of gathering and or analyzing information for the purpose 

of research through storytelling (Writing@CSU, n.d.). 

 

Poetic Portraiture – A method of narrative inquiry using poetry and other art forms to 

express results (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). 

 

Professional Identity – a way of being and a lens to evaluate, learn, and make sense of one’s 

professional practice (Trede et al., 2012 p. 374). 

 

Saturation – The point in analysis when all categories are well developed in terms of 

properties, dimensions, and variations (Corbin & Strauss, 2018). 

 

Sub-Identities—Professional identity is a construction of various aspects and facets of how 

we see ourselves as professionals. These aspects and facets are known as sub-identities. 

(Swennen et al, 2010).  
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

 

 

Key Studies  

 

 A literature analysis conducted in 2020 of research articles on the topic of 

professional identity found 737 relevant studies conducted between 2000-2019 (Fitzgerald, 

2020). This indicates that professional identity has become an important concept across 

multiple professions. However, in my literature review, I found only a few articles specific to 

the professional identity of environmental educators.  

 A study was done in 2004 that explored the professional identity of environmental 

educators in an Environmental Educator Master’s Program in Mexicali, Baja California from 

1993-1999 using discourse analysis (Amaya, 2004). One of the results of this study was a list 

of attributes the subjects thought an environmental educator should have, which included (a) 

someone that promotes change—a change in society or in the relationship between society 

and nature; (b) someone who knows about the natural world; (c) someone who promotes 

resistance against globalization and (d) someone who has the social and emotional awareness 

to work with the most unprotected people (p. 173). I think a limitation of this study was that it 

only elicited attributes the subjects thought an educator should have, rather than exploring the 

more practical and realistic aspects of their personal educator identity.  

 A 2012 study explored the self-perception and identity of volunteer trail guides at a 

University of California natural reserve, using participant observations and interviews with 

fifteen guides, some of whom were novice environmental educators, some of whom were 

experienced (Evans et al., 2012). This study asked the question, “From the perspective of a 

volunteer, what does it mean to be a trail guide for a natural reserve?” Although this study 

explored volunteerism specifically, it did elicit themes of professional identity seen in other 
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studies such as (a) sharing expertise; (b) facilitating outdoor experiences; (c) promoting 

stewardship practices; and (d) fluidity between the roles of learner and teacher.  

 A self-study in 2015 investigated the identity conflicts an environmental educator 

experienced when entering a doctoral program in science education (Gatzke et al., 2015). In 

this study, the author identified and journaled about critical instances when her 

conceptualization of who she was as an environmental educator was re-shaped or changed. 

This study reinforced my theoretical framework that professional identity can and does 

change across time and experience. Themes of this study included identifying with the value 

system of EE, the idea of interdependence, and the concept of connection with nature.  

 A doctoral dissertation from North Carolina State University, using both quantitative 

and qualitative methods, found that environmental educators had a common goal of 

connecting others with nature as well as providing positive social-emotional experiences in 

nature similar to ones they had experienced in their childhoods (Fraulo, 2020). 

 Having found only a few studies related to the professional identity of environmental 

educators, I looked more broadly at teacher professional identity and its development, 

particularly studies using elicited metaphor and conducted during practical teaching 

experiences similar to the undergraduate practicum course the novice subjects in this study 

were taking. An influential article early in my literature review was titled, “A teacher 

is…:The use of metaphors with pre-service teachers” (Berman et al., 2015). This study, 

conducted from 1999-2001 by a researcher at the University of New England, explores the 

professional identity metaphors of undergraduate education students taking a core special 

education unit. Their process and methods included a lecture on metaphors in education, a 

student-lead seminar on metaphors, and collecting data through students’ writings and online 

forum discussions. They also had students expand on or change their metaphors later in the 

semester to reflect changes in professional identity across time and experience, an element I 



16 
 

 

incorporated into my own study by collecting data both pre-practicum and post-practicum 

from the novices. 

 Another key research article was a phenomenological study of 123 prospective 

teachers at a university in Turkey (Karabay, 2016). Metaphors were elicited using the prompt, 

“A Turkish language teacher is like…. because…” In this study, 41 valid metaphors were 

recognized and organized into six main categories, which were knowledge provider, nurturer, 

instructor or director, molder or former, authority figure, and healer. Their process of coding 

metaphors and honing them to six emerging categories was influential on the process I used 

for coding and categorizing the emerging themes of my study.  

 A study by Zhu and Zhu (2018) took an international perspective on teacher 

professional identity by studying 120 education practicum students in both China and the 

United States. They elicited 240 metaphors, collecting written metaphor data at the beginning 

and end of practicum. This study found that the change in metaphors across time and 

experience oriented around four main aspects: 1) Idealistic expectations changed to more 

authentic perceptions. 2) Felt inadequacy changed to perceptions of capability. 3) Identity 

transition shock evolved into professional identity adjustments. 4) A sense of necessity for a 

mentor or someone experienced as a resource increased.   

 Finally, a study exploring teacher personal professional knowledge by Black and 

Halliwell (2000) used multiple forms of data collection including conversation, drawing, 

metaphor, and storytelling, to allow for multiple modes of expression and accommodate their 

subjects’ communication preferences. This study inspired me to do the same for my research 

in which I used visual, oral, and written prompts for data collection. 
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Theoretical Framework  

 

My theoretical framework for this research study included the concept that 

professional identity is not held singularly, but people can and do experience multiple 

professional identities at once (Körkkö et al., 2016). According to Beijaard et al (2004), 

teacher identity consists of three main sub-identities that coexist with one another. The sub-

identities include the “actual” sub-identity which reflects who the teacher is at that moment in 

time, the “norm” sub-identity which expresses what kind of teacher one should be, and the 

“ideal” sub-identity which refers to the teacher’s hopes and goals for the future.  

This theory was influential in the construction of the three identity data collection 

prompts used for my study, as well as the ordered in which I used them. Each prompt was 

designed to elicit discussion of one of the subjects’ sub-identities. In addition, I allowed 

multiple descriptions of professional identity to emerge from a single subjects’ data set. I also 

embraced the dialogical perspective put forth by Smith and Sparks (2008) which proposes 

that professional identity is not static, but dynamic in nature, changing over time and across 

experience. This is reflected in my research approach to collect data from the novice 

environmental educators both at the beginning and end of practicum to compare how their 

professional identities changed, an approach used in a 2007 study (Leavy et al.), as well as 

the comparison between the professional identity themes and narratives of the novice 

environmental educators and the experienced environmental educators.  

I also employed the use of narrative inquiry, both in my research design as well as my 

analysis and presentation of the results. One of the tenants of the narrative theoretical 

framework draws from the postmodern idea that there is no absolute truth, only varying 

interpretations of reality (Uzun & LeBlanc, 2017). If this is true, it is the meaning derived 

from these interpretations or narratives that is significant. A second important tenant of 

narrative theory is that creating meaning through narrative is a uniquely human characteristic 
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(Uzun & LeBlanc, 2017). We are the storytelling animal, and our thoughts are linked to our 

actions which are linked to our behaviors, all of which are informed by the narratives we tell 

ourselves and others (Uzun & LeBlance, 2017). 

At its core, narrative inquiry is concerned with the stories people tell and what they 

mean (Clandinin, 2007). Through storytelling, teachers engage in a narrative process that 

helps them “further discover and shape their professional identity resulting in new and 

different stories” (Beijaard et al., 2004 p. 121). Key texts I pulled from included Narrative 

Inquiry: Experience and Story in Qualitative Research (Connelly & Clandinin, 2000) and 

Shaping a Professional Identity: Stories of Educational Practice (Connelly & Clandinin, 

1999), both which detail the rich research history of using narrative inquiry to explore 

professional identity.  
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Chapter III: Methods 
 

 

Positionality Statement 
 

 

 As in all research, it is helpful to understand the researcher’s positionality which 

influences their lens on the data. With that in mind, I share that I am a middle-aged, cis-

gendered, white woman. My undergraduate degree is in elementary education, and I taught in 

inner city Chicago classrooms for five years in the 1990s. Later, I became a published poet, 

award-winning short story writer, novelist, and book marketer and editor. This background in 

writing and the arts drove my interest in exploring elicited metaphor and art-informed 

research, and likely gave me the confidence to express my results as poetry.  

 Concerning my positionality as it relates to the subjects in this study, I am a non-

traditional graduate student, returning to college in my fifties, pursuing a degree in Natural 

Resources Management with an emphasis in Environmental Education and Interpretation. As 

a graduate assistant for the practicum course from which I drew some of my subjects, I 

viewed myself as more of an authority or parental figure, being that I was their parents’ age, 

rather than as a peer close to their own age, as many graduate students are. Since I spent two 

years working with these practicum students (a semester per cohort), I had more knowledge 

of them personally than of the experienced environmental educators. However, both because 

of age and experience in the field of education, I identified positionally more with the 

experienced environmental educators.   

  In addition, because I was previously a classroom teacher and a creative now 

studying to become an environmental educator, I had recent, personal experience grappling 

with my professional identity which I am sure affected my interest and navigation of the 

research. 
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Research Methodology 
 

 

 When researching complex human perceptions, such as the concept of professional 

identity, qualitative methods seek to answer the questions “What?” “Why?” and “How?” and 

focus on processes and in-depth understanding (Ritchie et al., 2013). In addition, when we 

ask questions about identity, we are seeking the internal stories we tell about ourselves, thus 

narrative inquiry provides a unique view into the process of identity construction (Riessman, 

2008). According to Pinnegar and Daynes (2007), there are three main methodologies in 

narrative inquiry. There is a sociocultural approach, which focuses on broad cultural 

narratives. There is the naturalist approach, which focuses on people’s stories about 

significant experiences and issues. Finally, there is the literary approach, which is usually 

combined with one of the other approaches and focuses on the images and metaphors that are 

powerful influences on the narrative (McAlpine, 2016). This research was conducted using a 

combination of the naturalist and literary approaches by asking subjects to tell their personal 

professional identity narratives using elicited metaphors. 

 Delving further into the idea of using elicited metaphor as a part of my data collection 

method, I pulled from the seminal work, Metaphors We Live By (Lakoff & Johnson, 1981), 

which proposes that metaphors are not simply poetic literary devices but, in fact, are the basic 

building blocks of human cognition. Metaphors are more than word comparisons; they are the 

method by which humans interact with new and complex ideas by likening them to 

something they are already familiar with. The book Elicited Metaphors in Educational 

Discourse (Wan & Low, 2015) and articles like “Metaphors as a bridge to understanding 

educational and social contexts” (Jensen, 2006) helped my understanding that metaphorical 

language could provide “the medium through which the external world could get a picture of 

the educator’s internal world” (p. 39).  
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Poetic Portraiture 
 

 

 Given the metaphorical richness of the data gleaned, I chose to express the results 

using art-informed narrative inquiry in which “art is used as a part of the analysis, during the 

transition from field texts to research texts, as a way of informing the meaning made” 

(Clandinin, 2007, p. 214). This method of narrative data analysis, also known as poetic 

portraiture, is described and discussed in-depth in The Art and Science of Portraiture 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). In this seminal work, the authors argue that poetic 

portraiture is a valuable research method for expressing human experience in such a way that 

the audience can see a reflection of themselves.  

 A doctoral dissertation in 2016 used poetic portraiture to express the identity-making 

of five teachers, all of whom were on the edges of the dominant community (Clarke, 2016). 

For example: 

 Guns in the hall locked us down,  

 an hour in the dark whispering to each other.  

 I said, I could never hurt anyone unless they were going after my children.  

 One boy said, Do you consider us your children?  

 Absolutely.  

 So, we're safe, then (Clarke, 2016 p. 161). 

 

 With stanzas like the one above, it is easy to see how poetic portraiture can express 

levels of self, being, meaning, and human experience, but some might question if it is 

rigorous enough to stand up against more traditional qualitative methods. A study by Muccio 

et al. (2014) set out to critique portraiture by using both constant comparison and portraiture 

techniques in the study of culturally responsive practices of three first-year teachers. In this 

study, they selected one distinguished published poet and poem (for example, Walt Whitman) 
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to model each subject’s poetic portraiture after. One of their conclusions was that poetic 

portraiture “aided them in achieving understandings they could not have otherwise achieved” 

(p. 12), and “allowed them to enact research that was both ethical and rigorous” (p. 17). 

 A study on the use of poetic portraiture in qualitative research found 230 peer-

reviewed articles, most published in the last decade (Prendergast, 2009). The author 

discovered that, “participant-based studies generally draw on the literary tradition of found 

poetry to represent participant data” (p.1). Found poetry is created by taking words, phrases, 

and sometimes whole passages from data and reframing them by making changes in spacing 

and lines, or by adding or deleting text (Academy of American Poets, 2020).  

In a study from 2008, found poetry was used to express the professional identity of 

teachers from Canadian secondary schools (Meyer). In my research, I created found poetry 

using direct quotes from the subjects to show emerging professional identity themes. My 

results were expressed in three found poems, two found, composite narrative poems, one for 

each practicum cohort of the novice environmental educators. And one found, composite 

narrative poem using the experienced environmental educators’ data. Because each novice 

cohort was experiencing the same intense practicum course together across a fifteen-week 

period but differed in the makeup of their majors and their positionality when it came to 

COVID-19 impacts, I created a composite poem for each cohort. However, I only created one 

composite poem for the experienced environmental educators because they were a much 

smaller, less cohesive group. 

The purpose of using composite narrative poems, rather than individual poems or 

accounts was three-fold. First, composite narratives help retain anonymity, especially when 

using direct quotes or specific personal accounts by combining excerpts of data from multiple 

individuals (Willis, 2018). Second, composite narratives allowed me to use a single poem to 

tell a more representative account of the professional identity themes of the novice cohorts or 
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experienced environmental educators (Willis, 2018). Third, composite narratives can “help to 

build understanding of particular people and groups in ways that are accessible to non-

academic audiences” (p. 477). Combining the narratives and themes of multiple subjects 

gives a more universal human experience to inspect and reflect on. 

 

Study Sample 
 

 

Using two sample groups, I explored how novice environmental educators and 

experienced environmental educators experience and express their professional identity. 

Research participants were purposely selected and focus group sizes were relatively small. 

The novice environmental educator focus groups consisted of two cohorts from two different 

semesters, one which included nine students, and one which included six students, for a total 

of fifteen subjects. These cohorts were experiencing an intense, capstone, fifteen-week 

teaching practicum together.  

The experienced environmental educator focus groups consisted of seven subjects 

from two different environmental educator professional organizations, one of three subjects 

and one of four. A short demographic survey, consisting of three questions about their length 

of EE experience and how it was gained, was used to establish the subjects’ as “experienced.” 

This was part of my data collection and revealed their ages ranged from 26-65 and their 

experience in the field from 5-40 years. Four of the seven mentioned having an educational 

background in education or environmental education. One mentioned having an educational 

background in ecological science. Two did not specify their educational background. The 

group held a variety of environmental educator positions from a supervisory role in a 

Department of Natural Resources to school administration to classroom and environmental 

center teaching. This study was approved by the University of Wisconsin Stevens Point 
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Institutional Review Board and followed all the agreed upon practices, including obtaining 

subject consent. The consent document can be viewed in the Appendix. 

 

Data Collection 
 

 

 The process of data collection followed a three-step process 1) Prepare subjects for 

the elicited metaphor and narrative prompts. This included a brief explanation of what 

metaphors are and how they can help us understand internal conceptualizations better. 2) 

Lead three prompts to elicit professional identity metaphors and narratives from the subjects 

3) Invite subjects to expand on the prompts and their personal meanings. 

 Data were collected from both sample groups using three, guided, professional 

identity discussion prompts. With the novice environmental educators, I used the prompts in 

face-to-face focus groups, collecting from 2021 and 2022 practicum cohorts at the beginning 

of the practicum course and near the end. This allowed me to evaluate how their perception 

of their professional identity changed across time and experience during a semester long 

undergraduate practicum course in EE. In the case of the experienced environmental 

educators, data were collected using the same three prompts through two online focus groups 

in the winter of 2021-22.  

 The discussion prompts used were: 1) Subjects were asked to choose an image from a 

group of forty-eight random images provided by the researcher that best reflected the 

statement, "This is who I am as environmental educator right now.” The forty-eight random 

images were sourced using Chiji Cards (a deck of processing cards published by the Institute 

for Experiential Education) and were kept the same across all data collection sets for 

continuity. Subjects were not able to select the same card as another subject in a single data 

collection session, as there was only one card of each image and there was no replacement of 



25 
 

 

cards. After image card selection, subjects were then asked to share their image with the 

group and tell the story of what it meant to them. This activity was intended to elicit their 

“actual” sub-identity as an environmental educator, or how they saw themselves at that 

moment. 2) Subjects were asked to respond to the prompt, “Describe a time when you felt 

like an environmental educator and why.” This activity was intended to elicit their “norm” 

sub-identity, or what they think an environmental educator should be. 3) Subjects were asked 

to create a written environmental educator professional identity metaphor that completed the 

sentence, “An environmental educator is….” This activity was intended to elicit their “ideal” 

sub-identity, or the kind of educator they hope to become. These three prompts were also 

selected to engage subjects visually, orally, and in written format to allow for a variety of 

expression styles and preferences, a method also used by Black and Halliwell (2000). See 

Table 1. 

Table 1   

Data Collection, Recording, and Analyzation Methods 

Sample Group Collection Method Data Collected Recording Method 

 

Analyzation Method 

Novice 

Environmental 

Educator Group 

Identity Prompt 1:  

Random visual 

image selection and 

discussion 

 

Discussion Live session audio 

recording 

Narrative Analysis: Coding 

for professional identity 

and narrative themes 

 Identity Prompt 2: 

Oral professional 

identity narrative 

 

Stories 

participants told 

Live session audio 

recording 

Narrative Analysis: Coding 

for professional identity 

and narrative themes 

 Identity Prompt 3: 

Written 

professional 

identity metaphor  

 

Written 

professional 

identity 

metaphor essay 

Written metaphor 

essays 

Narrative Analysis: Coding 

for professional identity 

and narrative themes 

Experienced 

Educator  

Group 

Identity Exercise 1:  

Random visual 

image selection and 

discussion 

 

Discussion Video Zoom 

recording 

Narrative Analysis: Coding 

for professional identity 

and narrative themes 

 Identity Exercise 2: 

Oral professional 

identity narrative  

Stories 

participants told 

Video Zoom 

recording 

Narrative Analysis: Coding 

for professional identity 

and narrative themes 
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Sample Group Collection Method Data Collected Recording Method 

 

Analyzation Method 

Experienced 

Educator  

Group 

Identity Exercise 3:  

Written 

professional 

identity metaphor  

Written 

Professional 

identity 

metaphor essay  

 

Qualtrics survey 

after Zoom session 

Narrative Analysis: Coding 

for professional identity 

and narrative themes 

 

 

Data Analysis 

 

 All data were coded by hand using narrative analysis to extract categories and themes 

by using word and sentence structure as well as context. I asked questions of the data such as: 

What does the subject say about their professional identity? How do they describe their 

professional identity? Which sub-identity (actual, norm, or ideal) are they describing? What 

does the subject feel about their professional identity? Do subjects express an internal change 

or epiphany related to their professional identity? What themes seem to be outliers? Why 

might that be?  

 In addition, I inspected data for other narrative inquiry elements such as negative or 

ambivalent expressions about professional identity, and how subjects’ stories reflected how 

they make sense of the world and their identity as a professional (Riley & Hawe, 2005). 

 After several rounds of coding into categories, I organized data into fifteen emerging 

themes with descriptions, date of emergence, and sample quotes, all represented in a code 

book or frame. See Table 2. For the three points of data collection (Chiji Card description, 

narrative educator story, and written metaphor), a single code was only counted once in each 

data point. For example, if catalyst was mentioned three times by a single subject in their 

Chiji Card description, that was only counted once as a catalyst code. However, if a subject 

mentioned catalyst once in their Chiji Card description and once in their narrative educator 

story, that was counted twice as a catalyst code.  
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Codes are listed in the code book if they were mentioned more than once, across all 

data points and subjects, and are listed in alphabetical order. Professional identity categories 

or themes mentioned by only one subject were not included in the final data. While the code 

creative emerged in the final data set, I posit that saturation was reached based on the 

definition by Corbin and Strauss (2008) who describe it as, “The point in analysis when all 

categories are well developed in terms of properties, dimensions, and variations. Further data 

gathering and analysis add little new to the conceptualization, though variations can always 

be discovered” (p 263). 

 

Table 2 

Code Book with Descriptions and Examples 

Code Label Description Date originally 

coded 

Example of Data/Subject 

Catalyst Environmental Educators impact 

and inspire others to change and 

are agents of change through 

example. This is less direct and 

positional than leadership.  

Sept 2021 “Environmental education is 

the way to lasting change and 

lasting change cannot be 

forced, only inspired. We can 

inspire people.” Subject 7701 

Competent Environmental Educators are 

competent and have the 

ability/skills to educate others. 

Sept 2021 “It made me feel like I was 

doing okay. I think that was 

my favorite experience and it 

made me feel like an 

educator” Subject 3199 

Connector Environmental Educators are 

those who help connect others to 

nature. 

Sept 2021 “I am about creating and 

planting the seeds of a 

positive connection with 

nature.” Subject 25118 

Creative Environmental Educators are 

creative, creating their own 

materials, methods, and 

approaches to teaching and 

learning 

March 2022 “With this passion comes a 

wealth of knowledge and 

creativity that guides you as 

you write and present 

lessons.” Subject 0924 

Entertainer Environmental Educators are 

entertainers, performers, and 

storytellers.  

Dec 2021 “So, people still expect me to 

bring snakes and other things 

and be entertaining.” Subject 

22112 



28 
 

 

Code Label Description Date originally 

coded 

Example of Data/Subject 

Environmentalist Environmental Educators are 

those who take action/have 

impact to save the environment.  

Sept 2021 “Environmental Educators 

are asked to solve the world’s 

ecological problems.” 

Subject 25118 

Knowledge 

Holder 

Environmental Educators are the 

ones who know about nature and 

the environment. 

Sept 2021 “An Environmental Educator 

is filled with tons of 

knowledge.” Subject 1310 

Knowledge Seeker Environmental Educators are 

continually learning, growing, 

and changing. 

Sept 2021 “I believe an Environmental 

Educator is someone who is 

constantly growing and 

learning.” Subject 3069 

Leader Environmental Educators are 

leaders, guides, mentors, and role 

models. This is an intentional and 

positional, “I lead, you follow.” 

Sept 2021 “Environmental Educators 

are able to point others in the 

right direction.”  Subject 

3069 

Not an Educator Some subjects rejected the 

identity of environmental 

educator.  

Nov 2021 “I think these last few weeks 

are the closing of practicum 

but also the closing of my 

teaching days.” Subject 3292 

Unknown  Some subjects were insecure or 

unsure about their identity as 

environmental educators. 

Sept 2021 “I’m just at the beginning, 

and I don’t really know what 

is going to happen or where 

I’m going.” Subject 0250 

Social-Emotional 

Educator 

Environmental Educators foster 

social and emotional skills. 

Dec 2021 “Our urban students were 

able to navigate their own 

fears and misconceptions and 

lack of understanding 

through experience.” Subject 

51712 

Specific Kind of 

Educator 

Some subjects identified 

themselves with a specific type of 

pedagogy such as place-based, 

inquiry based, hands-on, 

classroom, informal, etc. 

Dec 2021 “My lens has always been 

very inquiry based as an 

environmental educator.” 

Subject 54157 

Versatile Environmental Educators are 

versatile, able to pivot, and 

problem solvers. 

Sept 2021 “An Environmental Educator 

is versatile. They have to 

present their lessons in a 

variety of forms using a wide 

range of techniques.” Subject 

6048 

Visionary Environmental Educators see the 

big picture and look toward the 

future.  

Dec 2021 “One of my strengths is 

being futuristic, so kind of 

having a vision and strategy 

for the future.” Subject 25118 
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Coding Consistency and Reliability 

 

 One subsection of data (2022 pre-practicum data) was cross-checked for intercoder 

consistency and intercoder reliability (ICR). This subset code-checking process was based on 

recommendations from a recent article in the International Journal of Qualitative Methods 

(O’Connor & Joffe, 2020) which states that, “ICR can be obtained by recruiting an additional 

person to code a sample of the data” (p. 5). The first subsection was coded by two separate 

researchers at two different times using the code book. According to O’Connor and Joffey 

(2020), for percentage agreement approaches for ICR, there is no universally accepted 

threshold for what indicates acceptable reliability, but Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest a 

standard of 80% agreement on 95% of codes. Using this formula, the initial ICR of the first 

cross-checked data subset was approximately 77% agreement on 95% of codes.    

 To potentially improve on the intercoder consistency and ICR percentage for all data 

sets, the two coders then met to discuss their individual coding processes. Discrepancies 

between coding results were resolved through discussion and consensus between the two 

coders and adapted in the code book. The revised code book was then utilized to inspect and 

adjust coding across data sets.  

 After establishing intercoder consistency, a second subsection of data (2022 post-

practicum data) was checked for ICR. This subsection was coded by two separate researchers 

at two different times using the adjusted code book. This round, the percentage agreement of 

ICR was 90% agreement on 95% of the codes or 84% agreement across all codes for this 

subsection, an increase of 13% from the previous ICR check and falling within Miles and 

Huberman’s (1994) standard.  
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Theme Analysis 
 

 

 After professional identity themes were coded, checked for consistency and 

reliability, and finalized, I organized them based on theme intensity defined as the number of 

times a theme was mentioned (Wao et al., 2011). Theme intensity was measured and 

recorded for novice environmental educator cohorts for both pre-practicum and post-

practicum data sets so comparisons could be drawn across time and experience. Theme 

intensity was also recorded for the experienced environmental sample group so comparisons 

could be made between novice and experienced environmental educator themes. Theme 

intensity is shown in Table 3. 

 

Table 3  

Theme Intensity  

2021 Novices 

Pre-Practicum 

2021 Novices 

Post-Practicum 

2022 Novices 

Pre-Practicum 

2022 Novices 

Post-Practicum 

Experienced 

Environmental 

Educators 

Knowledge 

Holder (9) 

Competent (8) Knowledge 

Holder (7) 

Competent (6) Connector (10) 

Knowledge 

Seeker (8) 

Unknown (5) Connector (5) Connector (5) Social-Emotional 

Educator (9) 

Leader (5) Knowledge 

Seeker (4) 

Knowledge 

Seeker (4) 

Social-Emotional 

Ed. (4) 

Specific Type of 

Educator (9) 

Unknown (5) Knowledge 

Holder (3) 

Catalyst (4) Catalyst (3) Competent (9) 

Connector (4) Catalyst (2) Competent (3) Leader (3) Knowledge 

Seeker (7) 

Social-Emotional 

Ed. (3) 

Connector (2) Social-Emotional 

Ed. (3) 

Versatile (2) Catalyst (6) 

Environmentalist 

(2) 

Not an Educator 

(2) 

Unknown (3) Knowledge 

Holder (2) 

Visionary (4) 

Versatile (2) Entertainer (2) Versatile (3) Creative (2) Entertainer (3) 

Competent (2)  Environmentalist 

(1) 

Leader (3) Knowledge 

Seeker (1) 

Knowledge 

Holder (2) 

Catalyst (1) Versatile (1) Environmentalist 

(2) 

Entertainer (1) Environmentalist 

(2) 

Creative (1)  Entertainer (1) Visionary (1) Leader (2) 

   Not an Educator 

(1) 

Versatile (2) 

(Number of mentions in parenthesis) 
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Creating the Poetic Portraitures 
 

 Once themes were analyzed for intensity, I returned to the data to look for patterns 

and subtleties to create three composite poetic portraitures, one for the experienced 

environmental educators, and one for each practicum cohort. My goal was to pull together 

key phrases that appeared as a progressing narrative while experimenting with them to create 

aesthetically pleasing rhythms, pauses, and emphasis (Butler-Kisber, 2001). In the process of 

selecting representative phrases for the found poetry, I looked at Lawrence-Lightfoot and 

Davis’s (1997) four elements of poetic portraiture: context, voice, emerging themes, and 

aesthetic whole.  

 They define context as “the setting—physical, geographic, temporal, historical, 

cultural, aesthetic—in which the action takes place” (p. 41). In the creation of the poems, I 

took into account the context of the data collection process, location, and circumstances, as 

well as the context of the experiences, words, and phrases used by subjects and their 

meanings within the entirety of the data.  

 I also sought to represent the individual voices of the subjects by using their own 

words through direct quotes as suggested by Fontana and Frey (2000).  In addition to subject 

quotes, a few connecting and conjunctive words were added to the poems to increase flow 

and readability without changing overall meaning. A concerted effort was made to select at 

least one quote from each subject to include in their composite poem to allow for optimum 

representation of each subject and data set while at the same time creating a collective voice 

of the novice or experienced environmental educator and their emerging themes to give each 

poem a unique personality.  

 After selecting quotes for voice, I grouped them into emerging theme groups for each 

poem, organizing theme groups into stanzas or lines within the poems. Primarily, these 

themes were selected based on their intensity ranking from Table 3. However, a few quotes 
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and emerging themes were chosen for their aesthetic or narrative quality, or to express 

changes of theme in the pre-practicum data and the post-practicum data across time and 

experience, as well as to express the three sub-identities (actual, norm, and ideal). 

 Once quotes were selected, I then considered the aesthetic whole, “an articulate, 

expressive statement commensurate with the vision achieved and intended for 

communication” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 34). For this purpose, I constructed 

and edited each poem multiple times to create finalized poetic portraitures that are both 

artistically pleasing as well as communicate the results of this study.   
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Chapter IV: Results and Discussion 

 

 In this chapter, I present my results as three poetic portraitures and have a discussion 

section after each poem. It is my intention that this integration of results and discussion will 

help the reader more easily remember and refer to the specifics of each poem and its 

emerging themes and sub-identities as they engage in the discussion. Emerging themes are 

indicated in italics for easier understanding. Professional sub-identities explored are in quotes 

and include the subjects’ “actual” sub-identity (who they feel they are as an environmental 

educator in the given moment), their “norm” sub-identity (who they think an environmental 

educator should be), and their “ideal” sub-identity (who they hope they will be as an 

environmental educator in the future).  

 

Poetic Portraiture One  
 

 

 The poetic portraiture below, titled My Career is the Horizon, explores the quotes and 

themes of professional identity from the 2021 practicum novice environmental educators, 

both pre-practicum and post-practicum. All poems were created as free verse (poetry without 

rhyme or regular meter).  

 My Career is the Horizon:  a poem exploring the professional identity of novice 

 environmental educators 

 

I feel like a Snapple cap, spilling facts. 

I’m not the best at public speaking. 

I don’t know everything about all these animals,  

but second graders are quite squirrely. 

The lesson will be floating in a bottle until someone on the shoreline picks it up. 
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I’m just looking for the key 

to unlock all this knowledge, 

growing new ideas 

all from a small seed 

and the roots expand as the years go on. 

 

I taught first graders about moss, 

how to help a bird that fell out of the nest. 

I taught second graders about hibernation 

because of the different layers. 

It’s all about the layers, 

Pulling meaning from experience 

dedicated and electric—this is the combination.  

 

And you also need to juggle. 

 

I made people laugh. 

I made people cry. 

I cried.  

I learned that my career is the horizon, 

kids really enjoy getting fake money, 

and the Cosmos doesn’t have an agenda. 

It just makes us question things.  
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Discussion of Poetic Portraiture One 

   

 The first stanza of Poetic Portraiture One was constructed to represent the 

professional identity theme of knowledge holder while at the same time expressing the 

“actual” sub-identity of the cohort students, or who they felt they were as educators at the 

beginning of their practicum experience. I defined knowledge holder as “one who knows, 

holds, or provides knowledge to others.” Many other studies on teacher professional identity 

have found knowledge holder or provider as a dominant theme, particularly for novice or pre-

service teachers (Mahlios & Maxson, 1998; Martı́nez et al., 2001; Saban et al., 2006). For 

example, 57% of prospective teachers in a study by Karabay (2016) associated the role of 

teacher as one of a knowledge provider. This is not surprising considering these subjects are 

students at the end of a four-year undergraduate program in which the emphasis has been on 

them knowing and retaining all they have been taught. 

 In addition, the first stanza of the poem represents their insecurity concerning their 

“actual” sub-identity, reflected in their lack of confidence about being competent 

professionals and knowledge holders. This method of using negative views or cases to reveal 

the depth of the data is recommended by Bazeley (2009) to enhance theme analysis and better 

explain what is happening for the larger sample. For example, the quote, “I feel like a 

Snapple Cap, spilling facts,” indicates that the role of knowledge holder is unsatisfying to this 

subject. “I’m not the best at public speaking,” and “I don’t know everything about all these 

animals,” suggest a lack of confidence in knowledge holding and delivery. “The lesson will 

be floating in a bottle until someone on the shoreline picks it up,” communicates a passive 

view of knowledge delivery with little agency held by the teacher or the learner. The line, 

“but second graders are quite squirrely,” is both humorous to break up the aesthetic heaviness 

of the stanza, but also serves as a reminder that knowledge holders have an audience, and that 

audience needs more than “spilled facts” to stimulate their learning. All of this together, in 
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this stanza, conveys the “actual” identity these novice educators have of being filled with 

knowledge from their position as undergraduate students, while also being unsure how to 

deliver that knowledge to others.  

 Stanza two of this poem reflects the theme of knowledge seeker, defined as “one who 

is continually learning, growing, and changing,” and expresses a second dimension of their 

“actual” identity, that they are still learners while being teachers. This theme of knowledge 

seeker has been identified in previous teacher professional identity studies (Erickson & 

Pinnegar, 2017; Farrell, 2011). Knowledge seeker here is represented by the lines, “I’m just 

looking for the key to unlock all this knowledge, growing new ideas all from a small seed, 

and the roots expand as the years go on.” This theme of knowledge seeker is not unique to 

student novice educators, as it arose as a strong theme for the experienced environmental 

educators as well, which would indicate it is an ongoing aspect of professional identity 

throughout an environmental educator’s career.  

 Stanza three of Poetic Portraiture One delves into quotes about the experiences the 

practicum students have as they begin to teach. “I taught first graders about moss, how to 

help a bird that fell out of the nest. I taught second graders about hibernation, because of the 

different layers.” As they gain experience, they also gain a sense of competency revealed in 

their post-practicum data when the intensity of the theme of being competent rises 

considerably. Being competent for this study is defined as, “one who has the ability and skills 

to educate others,” and is reflected at this pivotal point in the poem in the lines, “It’s all about 

the layers. Pulling meaning from experience, dedicated and electric—this is the 

combination.”  

Being competent was listed as an important theme, specifically in the development of 

science teachers’ professional identity in studies conducted by Carlone & Johnson (2007) and 

Johnson (2011). I found this interesting, as competency was not a prominent theme in other 
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studies that I read on teacher professional identity but may be expected for more scientifically 

rigorous teaching positions, of which environmental education would be included.  

 Here too, in this stanza, the theme of connector is expressed in the phrase, “pulling 

meaning from experience.” Connector, which I define as “one who connects others to 

nature,” was also not in other articles on teacher professional identity, assumedly because it is 

specific to environmental education. Connecting others to nature was mentioned in a study 

with environmental educators from by Fraulo (2022) and was a part of my data sets, 

especially the data of the experienced environmental educators.   

Stanza four of Poetic Portraiture One consists of a single line, “And you also need to 

juggle.” This line again brings in a humorous element, while simultaneously touching on two 

professional identity themes from the data set, entertainer and versatile. A juggler is an 

entertainer but “to juggle” is also a metaphor for being able to navigate multiple tasks at 

once, which involves versatility. The theme of entertainer was found in previous teacher 

professional identity studies (Marshall, 1990; Saban, 2004; Saban et al., 2006), but I only 

found the theme versatile in one other study, where they also used the specific label 

“juggler.” (Farrell, 2011). I chose to include these two lower intensity themes for aesthetic 

and narrative purposes, but also because they are themes across multiple data sets.  

 The final stanza of the poem begins with the quote, “I made people laugh. I made 

people cry. I cried,” which represents the theme of social-emotional educator, defined in this 

study as “one who fosters social and emotional skills.” Here, the subject expresses the 

emotional aspect involved in working with students and engaging more than student intellect. 

Social-emotional learning (SEL) has become an important educational reform issue in the last 

two decades. Currently, all 50 states have SEL standards/competencies for preschool, eleven 

states have extended that to include early elementary students, and 18 states have SEL 

standards all the way up to grade 12 (Yong, 2020).  
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 In the editorial of the 2016 SEL special issue of the Canadian Journal of 

Environmental Education, the authors point out there are numerous reasons that 

environmental education, specifically, is an important arena to emphasize social-emotional 

education. From eco-anxiety to climate change depression, to extending empathy beyond the 

human and acts of decolonization, environmental education is wrought with social and 

emotionally charged issues (Russell & Oakley, 2016). For this reason, although this theme 

had a lower intensity for this data set, I felt it was important to include it in the poem, 

especially because it had a high intensity for the experienced environmental educators. This 

indicates that for environmental educators working in the field, social-emotional education is 

a crucial and much-used skillset.  

 Interestingly, the themes of competency, connector, entertainer, versatile and social 

emotional educator all relate to subjects’ “norm” sub-identity, or what they think an 

environmental educator should be and be able to do. Through the act of building their 

competency and abilities in these other professional identity categories over the course of the 

practicum, the students are coming into their “norm” sub-identity as environmental educators. 

They are learning to be the kind of educators they exemplify. 

At the end of the final stanza, the poem continues with the line, “I learned that my 

career is the horizon,” clearly expressing aspects of the “ideal” sub-identity, or what students 

hope and dream about their future professions. Not only is this a direct quote from one of the 

subjects, but it reflects the frequency with which practicum subjects selected Chiji Cards 

depicting horizons to represent their professional identity as environmental educators. 

Although subjects could not choose the same Chiji Card as another subject during a single 

data collection session, there were several different cards depicting versions of landscapes 

with horizons and setting or rising suns. The novice environmental educators from both 

semesters combined (2021 and 2022) chose horizon cards approximately 33.3% of the time 
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(n=15), often referring to their meaning as the hope they had for their future careers. 

However, the horizon metaphor sometimes referred to their unknown futures after 

graduation, expressed in the theme category of unknown. 

“Kids really enjoy getting fake money,” brings us a very specific and humorous 

example of what the practicum students were learning about teaching and again can be tied to 

the theme of educators as entertainers.  

 The final two lines of the poem, “The Cosmos doesn’t have an agenda. It just makes 

us question things,” speaks not only to the knowledge seeking, constantly growing, aspect of 

being an environmental educator, but alludes to the human experience, that sense we all have 

that this incredible universe we live in makes us feel small and significant all at once.  

 Overall, this portraiture is meant to convey this cohort’s transformation over time and 

across experience from insecure knowledge holders to competent, knowledge seeking 

educators at the beginning stages of learning how to connect others to nature. At the same 

time, it expresses their ability to simultaneously hold the three professional sub-identities of 

their “actual” educator self, their “norm” educator self, and their “ideal” educator self.   

  

Poetic Portraiture Two 
 

 

 The poetic portraiture below, titled You Are the Trail, explores the quotes and themes 

of professional identity from the 2022 practicum of novice environmental educators, both 

pre-practicum and post-practicum. 

 

 You Are the Trail: a poem exploring the professional identity of novice environmental 

 educators 

 

 You walk outside and feel the sun on you 



40 
 

 

 You have to start the climb on what seems like a huge mountain 

 except this mountain has no peak, 

 this growth and refinement do not stop. 

 It is a long trail that curves off in the distance. 

 

 You know how seeds germinate through fire, 

 How the Indigenous people thought the world started on the back of a turtle, 

 That porcupines pick one tree, and they can stay up there for weeks, 

 You are a wealth of knowledge 

 with little to no teaching experience.  

 

 At the beginning, you’re not very confident. 

 The littles are a little intimidating. 

 They are shouting answers at you. 

 After the initial shock of the lesson is over,  

 it is up to the audience to determine how they respond to your flood. 

 

 Then, you start to get out of your comfort zone. 

 The idea of teaching makes you feel a little owly, 

 with your field hat on and feathers coming out of it. 

 You’re not afraid to hoot either. 

 You’re on your way to something, 

 

 You’re saying goodbye as they’re all leaving on the buses. 

 A little girl hands you a card.  

 It says, “People like you are going to change the world.” 
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 Another asks, “Are you going to teach us again next time?” 

 

 You realize you are the trail to a new way of thinking, an experience, a moment. 

 You help build and let them grow, 

 hoping to get others to care about the home we live on, 

 forming their own bond, 

 decorating their minds with new perspectives. 

 

 The sun is rising on all these different opportunities. 

 It is a forward-facing turtle. 

 It is a long trail curving off into the distance. 

 

Discussion of Poetic Portraiture Two 
 

 

 Despite the use of completely different subjects and quotes, this poem echoes many of 

the themes, sub-identities, and ideas of Poetic Portraiture One, as well as the changes in 

themes and intensity across time and experience. In this data set, again, environmental 

educator as knowledge holder was high at the beginning of practicum but dropped post-

practicum to be replaced by being competent as the highest professional identity theme.  

 In this second poem, the quotes in the first stanza were selected to set the stage or 

setting and give a sense of how students feel about their “actual” sub-identity as they enter 

their first practical teaching experience. They express that they anticipate a journey of 

daunting personal growth or knowledge seeking that lies ahead of them on their “curving path 

up the mountain with no peak where growth and refinement do not stop.”   

 Stanza two very much reiterates the themes of stanza one in Poetic Portraiture One. 

Here the students express their identity as knowledge holders by listing their areas of 
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expertise like porcupines and seed dispersal. This again alludes to their “actual” sub-identity 

as students who have absorbed considerable knowledge over their four-year degree. The final 

two lines, however, “You are a wealth of knowledge with little or no teaching experience,” 

communicates the lack of competency they feel in delivering that knowledge to others. 

 Stanza three continues exploring their insecurities at the beginning of practicum with 

the line, “at the beginning, you’re not very confident,” and goes on to mention feelings of 

inadequacy, intimidation, and being overwhelmed. Of particular interest is the last line of this 

stanza, “After the initial shock of the lesson is over, it is up to the audience to determine how 

they respond to your flood,” which parallels the sentiment of a line in Poetic Portraiture One, 

“The lesson will be floating in a bottle until someone on the shoreline picks it up.” Though 

using completely different wording and metaphors, both lines convey a sense of passivity or 

lack of connection between the teacher and learner.”  

 In stanza four, there is a transition of identity as the students begin to gain experience 

and a sense of being competent. The metaphor of “feeling a little owly,” alludes to moving 

beyond knowledge to wisdom and “having a feather(s) in your hat or cap,” is an idiom for an 

achievement to be proud of. Here the students are beginning to latch onto their “norm” sub-

identity, or the educators they think they should be. 

 Stanza five describes some of the specific and personal experiences practicum 

students had with the children they worked with, experiences of impacting others, being a 

role model, making a difference, while stanza six expands on their insight into the 

connections being made on a deeper social-emotional level encapsulated in the metaphor that 

they are the trail that others may travel for continued growth and refinement. Here too, they 

express their “norm” sub-identity; we should be a path that others can take to connect to 

nature. 
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 In the final stanza, quotes reflect on and circle back to the sun and the trail at the 

beginning to give the poem an aesthetic closure. Much like the horizon mentioned in Poetic 

Portraiture One, they are looking to the future and their “ideal” environmental educator sub-

identity.  

 It is interesting to note the similarities between these two data sets and poems which 

would indicate that novice environmental educators of different cohorts travel a similar path 

of professional identity development, at least in this specific practicum experience. However, 

as we move on to the poetic portraiture of the experienced environmental educators, we see 

some noticeable differences.  

  

Poetic Portraiture Three 

 

 The poetic portraiture below, titled Wonder and Connection, explores the quotes and 

themes of professional identity from experienced environmental educators.  

 

 Wonder and Connection: a poem exploring the professional identity of experienced 

 environmental educators 

 

There’s something about frog singing, 

the eagle soaring over. 

We’re in the swamp. We’re at the beach. 

I ask, “What do you notice?  What do you wonder? 

What story do you think this is telling you?” 

It’s so much more than just a classroom. 

All beings—living and non-living— are connected. 
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I am doing some cool education stuff right now: 

ecological studies in a local stream, 

building capacity within each other, 

navigating fears and misconceptions. 

I made this safe place, and they can see it, 

and I feel like I’m always learning, 

immersed in spaces, virtual and adapting, fully masked 

trying to solve the world’s ecological problems with limited tools. 

 

This is a stormy time to be an educator 

But the mountain is still there 

Nature is persisting 

 

And people still expect me to bring snakes. 

 

Discussion of Poetic Portraiture Three 
 

 

 Immediately, with this poem, the quotes from the experienced environmental 

educators reveal how they dive into nature, not what they know about it as the novice 

knowledge holders did, but as they experience it themselves. Instead of conducting a class, 

they are going places with their students. “We’re in the swamp. We’re at the beach.” Instead 

of telling what they know, they are asking questions of students to help them make 

connections. We get a real sense here of their “actual” sub-identity as fellow-learners, 

explorers, and skilled questioners as they ask, “What do you notice? What do you wonder? 

What story do you think this is telling you?”  
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Here, in this first stanza, we sense the high intensity with which the experienced 

environmental educators ranked themselves as connectors, as well as their sense of being 

competent educators. For them, knowledge holding is inconsequential. It seems teaching 

experience does not increase your sense of knowledge holding but, in fact, may have the 

opposite effect of revealing to you just how much you don’t know and perhaps also that 

knowing everything is not the key to good teaching. Another possibility is that, as educators 

gain experience, they become more confident as knowledge holders and so it is mentioned 

less often as an area of concern. This study did not gather data on why certain themes became 

less frequent, so I can only speculate. 

 In the second stanza, there is a list of  “cool education stuff” being done, but it is not a 

list of lesson topics. Instead, we see the high intensity with which experienced environmental 

educators ranked social-emotional education with activities like “building capacity, 

navigating fears and misconceptions, creating a safe place for students,” Here again, there is a 

noticeable difference in the ranking of this theme of professional identity between the novices 

and those who have been working in the field. As Burkhart (2016) points out in her article 

about navigating the emotional landscape in environmental education, “with often smaller 

class sizes, and the increased opportunity to spend time in the natural world where emotions 

are more readily inspired and released, environmental education programs are a fantastic 

place to make space for these [social-emotional] explorations” (p. 78). Other studies have 

found social-emotional educator to be an important theme of teacher professional identity 

often labelling the role as curer or nurturer (Karabay, 2016; Nguyen, 2016; Saban et al., 

2006). For the experienced environmental educators, their “actual” sub-identity as social-

emotional educators is strongly expressed. 

 The next line of the second stanza, “And I feel like I’m always learning,” reveals the 

educators’ “actual” sub-identity as knowledge seekers. For this theme, we find agreement 
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between all three data sets who each rated it in their top three themes at least once. This 

would indicate that whether you are a novice educator or someone who has been in the field 

for years, your ability to gain new knowledge, grow, and adapt is critical to your professional 

identity development.  

 This stanza continues with, “immersed in spaces, virtual and adapting, fully masked.” 

These lines express the professional identity of being versatile, which this group especially 

associated with the challenges of navigating COVID-19 as educators. The last line of this 

stanza, “trying to solve the world’s ecological problems with limited tools,” describes the 

expectations of environmental educators to be environmentalists and catalysts of change, a 

professional identity theme found not only in this study, but in other studies as well (Mangan, 

2018; Saban et al., 2006). 

 Stanza three reflects an experienced environmental educator’s ability to see the big 

picture, to have an expansive understanding that though teaching and societal issues can be 

challenging or “stormy” the larger, all-encompassing natural world persists. In this study, I 

called this professional identity theme visionary, and it was mentioned by the experienced 

environmental educators often while only being mentioned once by a novice, a non-

traditional student who was considerably older than the rest.  

In his article, “Fostering innovative qualities essential for effective educators in the 

21st century educational system,” Thomas (2021) describes being visionary as a leadership 

quality involving advocating and working toward the needs and goals of various 

stakeholders, including educational institutions, other educators, learners, and school 

communities. In addition, visionaries have the task of “comprehending the difficult, and 

taking part in the procedure of modifying and resolving the delinquent definitely and 

effectively (Thomas, 2021, p. 322).” This suggests that gaining the visionary identity may 

involve experience and possibly being older, which allows for a broader range of time and 
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experience from which to see the world and its challenges. When reflecting on what sub-

identity visionary might express, it is interesting to consider that it might express all three 

simultaneously: who an educator is now, who they should be, and who they hope to be in the 

future. 

 With the final, one-line stanza, “And people still expect me to bring snakes,” the 

poem ends on a slightly humorous note while also denoting the professional identity theme of 

entertainer.  

 

Themes Excluded from the Poetic Portraitures 
 

 

 Not every professional identity theme noted in Theme Intensity Table 3 was 

incorporated into the three poetic portraitures. As previously stated, some themes were left 

out for aesthetic or narrative reasons, one being that a poem including too many themes loses 

its poignancy and impact by virtue of trying to communicate too much at once.  

 The professional identity theme labelled unknown in the novice environmental 

educators data set was used to denote when subjects talked about their identity as soon-to-be 

graduating college students who had not landed a job yet or identified a specific career path. 

This is not to say they did not identify as environmental educators, but they had no idea what 

that identity would look like in their unknown futures. In contrast to this, the experienced 

environmental educators had a high intensity for identifying as a specific kind of 

environmental educator based on their current job or career. For example, they referred to 

themselves with labels such as climate change educator, place-based educator, or nonformal 

educator. To keep the poems less specific and meaningful for a broader audience, these 

themes were left out of the poetic portraitures. 

 Also in the novice identities was a theme labelled not an educator. This was the 

category to denote novices who identified as choosing a different career path than 
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environmental educator. Mainly, this category was expressed by Wildlife Education majors 

who had decided to pursue careers in zookeeping and animal care, rather than education.  

Since this study was about the professional identity of environmental educators, this theme 

was excluded from the poems.  

 

Summary of Results 
 

 

 Through exploring the professional identity narratives, themes, and sub-identities of 

both novice and experienced environmental educators, three unique, composite, found poems 

were created to express the results using direct quotes from subject data.  

 Despite data being taken from two different practicum cohorts from two different 

years for the novice educators, the two poems created to express the novice environmental 

educators’ professional identity development progression were similar in content, theme, and 

structure, indicating that there may be a consistent or “typical” trajectory of novice 

environmental educator professional identity development, at least within the practicum 

environment studied. 

 The narratives and themes expressed in the poem of the experienced environmental 

educators noticeably differed from that of the novice environmental educators. They 

emphasized different professional identity themes, such as connector (one who connects 

other to nature), visionary, and social-emotional educator, indicating a difference in the 

“actual” professional sub-identity of novices and experienced environmental educators.  
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Chapter V: Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

Conclusions 
 

 

This study identified fifteen themes of environmental educator professional identity 

including catalyst, competent, connector, creative, entertainer, environmentalist, knowledge 

holder, knowledge seeker, leader, not an educator, social-emotional educator, specific type of 

educator, unknown, versatile, visionary, and explored how these themes interacted with the 

three professional sub-identities: actual, norm, and ideal. Environmental educators had 

mostly similar professional identity themes to previous studies done on teacher professional 

identity. However, the theme of competency was more prevalent for environmental educators, 

perhaps because of the scientific competencies expected of them based on the descriptor 

“environmental.”  

 Three professional identity themes that were unique to environmental educators not 

found in previous teacher professional identity studies were the identities of connector (one 

who connects other to nature), environmentalist, and visionary. This would indicate that 

environmental educators have a unique and separate professional identity from other types of 

educators. 

 In addition, in this study, the theme of professional competency for the novice 

environmental educators was shown to increase noticeably across time and experience in a 

semester-long practicum course. This indicates that practical experience is important in 

contributing to a sense of competency in environmental educator education.  

  Also, differences between the intensity of the professional identity themes of novice 

environmental educators and experienced environmental educators were noticeable, 

particularly before the novices acquired practical teaching experience. Themes of 

competency, connector, social-emotional educator, and visionary were low for pre-practicum 
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environmental educators but high for experienced environmental educators. This may 

indicate a deficit in practical, pre-service education for novice environmental educators. 

 

Recommendations for Further Research 
 

 

 Given that this study indicates that environmental educators have a unique and 

separate professional identity from formal or classroom educators, further studies could be 

done to hone and identify what those differences are and how to develop the professional 

identity of environmental educators more fully. I was only able to find a few studies on this 

topic, many of which were self-studies or had a small sample group. With an estimation of 

3,923,917 people in the US working in some form of EE (formal education, nonformal 

education, and volunteers) (Gupta et al., 2019), a larger scale study could be done to provide 

valuable information and development of this field. It would also be interesting to see how 

the professional identities of different types of environmental educators (i.e., formal, 

nonformal, and volunteers) differ. Further research could also be conducted on various novice 

environmental educator programs offering varying degrees and lengths of practical 

experience to see how subjects differ in their professional identity development based on the 

level of practical experience they have access to.  

 In this study, the question arose of why the professional identity of knowledge holder 

decreased noticeably for the novice environmental educators across time and experience, and 

why it was not mentioned frequently by the experienced environmental educators. Though I 

speculate in this document on several possible reasons for this phenomenon, a study 

exploring this question could be more conclusive.  

 I think it would be interesting to do a more long-term study of environmental educator 

professional identity where one followed environmental educators over the course of their 
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careers from novice to experienced to see if there is common or “typical” trajectory of 

environmental educator professional development.  

 I am also curious to see a study that explores the question, “Were the environmental 

educator professional identity themes like connector, visionary, and social-emotional 

educator unique to experienced environmental educators in this study because they are higher 

level teaching skills only obtained through long-term experience, or is there a benefit in 

introducing and attempting to train novice environmental educators in these complex aspects 

of teaching?” 

 Finally, having used poetic portraiture, specifically poetry, to express the results of 

this research, I would be interested in seeing this narrative method used in the study of the 

professional identities of other professions, particularly non-teaching professions. What 

would a poem about a construction worker’s professional identity look like, or of a dentist, or 

a fisherman? 

 

Recommendations for Practice 
 

 

 First, given the increase in the professional identity perception of competency across 

time and experience shown by the novice environmental educators in this study, I would 

recommend that more environmental educator programs include practical experience in their 

programs of study. The rise in identifying as competent indicates that practical teaching 

courses, like the study practicum, do work to increase novice’s perceptions of themselves as 

competent. However, this practical experience might be more impactful introduced 

progressively along the entire course of study, giving more time for reflection and 

development, rather than being one practical semester at the end of a degree. In addition, 

topics and experiences that lead to learning about connecting others to nature, social-
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emotional learning, and being a visionary, could be incorporated into novice environmental 

educator programs to prepare them more for the realities of the field.  

I would also recommend that more professional identity discussion and development 

be built into environmental educator education. Both the novice and experienced 

environmental educator subjects in this study expressed that simply talking about 

professional identity as a group through the study prompts encouraged and helped them in 

their professional development. This anecdotal evidence that professional identity 

development is helpful to groups and individuals, though outside my official data collection 

parameters, is supported by multiple studies (Bentley et al., 2019; Chandran et al., 2019; Chin 

et al., 2020; Erickson & Pinnegar, 2017; Ivanova & Skara-Mincne, 2016). Incorporating 

professional identity development into EE seems especially important because 79.65% of 

people working in EE did not receive formal training in it (Gupta et al., 2019), and thus may 

have missed key educational opportunities to explore it.   

 

Contributions 
 

 

 This study expands on the limited research on the professional identity of both novice 

and experienced environmental educators. It revealed that environmental educators have 

some noticeable differences in their professional identity themes and the intensity of those 

themes from other teacher professional identity studies, suggesting that environmental 

educators have a unique professional identity from other educators. It also indicated that 

novice environmental educators and experienced environmental educators have different 

perception of their professional identity. 
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 This study also contributed to the long list of studies that suggest that professional 

identity development, particularly with pre-service educators, is important for developing a 

sense of competency.  

 By using poetic portraiture, particularly found poetry, I have expanded on the use of 

art-based methods of narrative inquiry to express study results, particularly in the area of 

environmental education and professional identity research. I hope this has made my study 

more accessible to the layperson, as well as inspiring other researchers to explore alternative 

ways of expressing their results in future research.  
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Appendix 
 

Informed Consent Document 

Informed Consent to Participate in Human Subjects Research  

Regina Patton, a graduate student at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point, would appreciate 
your participation in a research study designed to explore the professional identity of environmental 
educators. For this study, you are being asked to complete a short survey about your environmental 
educator experience, as well as participate in three guided exercises that will help you explore your 
professional identity. The survey should take up no more than 10 minutes of your time. The 
professional identity exercises will take approximately 20 minutes each (for a total of an hour) and 
take place during class meeting times. These exercises will be conducted once at the beginning of 
the NRES 376/482 practicum training, and once near the end of the semester and will be recorded 
for research purposes. Your participation is completely voluntary and not associated with 
performance or assessment in the course.  

The benefit of this study is a greater knowledge of how environmental educators view themselves as 
professionals. In previous studies on professional identity, self-reflection about identity has been 
shown to help people more easily transition from being a student to a professional, as well as 
navigate changes in their careers later.   

We anticipate no risk to you as a result of your participation in this study.  However, it is possible 
that while encouraging reflection about your professional identity, you may feel some negative 
emotions. While the identity exercises are meant to provide benefits to you, it is also possible that 
you may feel uncomfortable or embarrassed completing them in front of other participants. 

While there may be no immediate benefit to you as a result of your participation in this study, it is 
hoped that personal reflection on your professional identity may aid you in your transition from 
student to professional or in future career changes.  

We feel that the three professional identity exercises selected constitute the easiest method for 
obtaining this information. Survey data will be collected and identified using an individually assigned 
identifier. Exercises will be recorded and referenced in writing with the use of a pseudonym. You 
may also choose not to participate as an alternative.  

The information that you give us will be recorded and kept confidential. We will not release 
information that could identify you. All physical data will be kept in a locked file cabinet in the 
researcher’s office and all electronic data will be stored under password protected access. The data 
will not be available to anyone not directly involved in this study.  

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you want to withdraw from the study, at 
any time, you may do so without penalty or loss of benefit entitled. All identifiable information will 
be removed from the study and destroyed or deleted.  

Once the study is completed, you may receive the results of the study. If you would like these 
results, or if you have any questions in the meantime, please contact:  

Regina Patton 

College of Natural Resources 

University of Wisconsin – Stevens Point  

Stevens Point, WI 54481  

(503)-388-1740  
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rpatt929@uwsp.edu 

If you have any complaints about your treatment as a participant in this study or believe that you 
have been harmed in some way by your participation, please call or write:  

David Barry, PhD 

IRB Chair 

Associate Professor, Sociology  

2100 Main St. 

Old Main 208 

University of Wisconsin, Stevens Point and Extension 

Stevens Point, WI 54481 

715.346.3799 

irb@uwsp.edu 

Although Dr. Barry will ask your name, all complaints are kept in confidence.  

Sign and date here to give consent: __________________________________________________  

Date______________ 

 


