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ARTICLE

Beginning teachers’ narratives, coping with social justice
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ABSTRACT
As global migration increases, teachers increasingly need to cope
with the difficulties of immigrant students. Using the narratives of
beginning teachers, we focus on two main questions: What process
do beginning teachers undergo in coping with injustices com-
mitted against their students? And how do they act in cases of
social injustice that arise in their work? The narrative inquiry on
which this article is based helps to gain a better understanding of
beginning teachers’ social justice experiences and perceptions.
Findings point to a process of critical reflection on exclusion and
inclusion which prompts action for social justice on two levels:
individual and school system. The article sheds light on the con-
tribution of beginning teachers’ narratives to understanding the
notion of social justice, and its significant implications for teacher
education.
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1. Introduction

The first year of teaching is defined as a year of internship, and constitutes a unique part of
the process of professional development. During this time, teachers cope with various
issues involved in the transition from the training period to the stage of active teaching
(Korthagen 2004; Ingersoll and Strong 2011; Feiman-Nemser 2001). In the course of their
work, they may experience successes with their students in imparting content as well as in
other areas (Hebert and Worthy 2001); but in most cases they also report difficulties
including loneliness, insecurity, and confusion, along with conflicts and dilemmas (Schatz-
Oppenheimer and Zilbershtrum 2010; De Neve and Devos 2017; Fenwick 2011). Sabar
(2004) compares the shock of first-year teaching induction upon entering the school
culture to the culture shock experienced by immigrants to a new country.

Migration is a significant part of the multicultural reality of our times, and an integral
aspect of globalisation (Appiah 2008; Hindriks, Verkuyten, and Coenders 2015; Hytten
2008; Noddings 2010; Pickett and York 2011; Townsend 2011; Zembylas 2010). It poses
challenges to many school systems in coping with cases of injustice and unfairness
towards individual students as well as excluded groups of students. It is therefore to be
expected that educating for social justice would be a central topic in school curricula
(Banks 1995), in the classroom, in initiatives for raising teachers’ awareness (Aronson
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2014), and in teacher-education programs (Hökkä and Eteläpelto 2014; Kapustka et al.
2009; Kaur 2012; Zeichner and Flessner 2009). But in fact, there is a lack of clarity on both
the theoretical and practical levels as to the meaning of ‘social justice,’ the ways it can be
taught, and how it is reflected in curricula in general and teacher-education training
programs in particular (Agarwall et al. 2010; Castro 2010; Cochran-Smith et al. 2009).

The notion of educating for social justice is a derives from of the humanistic-liberal
worldview that evolved in the second half of the twentieth century, and is grounded in such
pedagogical concepts as democratic education, critical pedagogy, education for multi-
culturalism, and teaching of cultural responsibility (Dover 2013). Common to these concepts
is the view that education for social justice is based on ideals of human dignity and equality,
the goal being to afford every person, including minorities, a fair opportunity for a full and
decent life (Cho 2017; Zeichner 2011). To achieve this, it is not enough to uphold the rights
of individuals and to foster their autonomy; it is also essential to recognise their cultural
rights and appreciate the communal heritage that defines them and their lifestyle.

In this article we claim that education for social justice: (a) Enables the individual to live
a meaningful and dignified life, (b) Promotes critical reflection on the mechanisms of
control and exclusion of the hegemonic culture and society and maintains the possibility
of class mobility. (c) At the same time, it lays the foundation for acting in support of
democratic culture and participatory citizenship, and against ethnocentric perceptions
and behaviour (Schatz-Oppenheimer and Zilbershtrum 2010, 2015; Tillery, Jourdan, and
Deis 2011).

Implementing these ideas of social justice at the practical levels in school entails
actions at both the individual and systemic levels (Chubbuck 2010; Whipp 2013). At the
individual level, it is reflected in the way students are treated and in their academic,
emotional, and social empowerment. Teachers require professional, academic, and social
sensitivity to maintain a warm, supportive atmosphere in the classroom, become familiar
with the personal background of the students and their communities, choose and plan
unique programs of study tailored to the students’ differences, and develop teaching
methods that encourage equal learning opportunities and high scholastic achievement
for all their students. Likewise, education for social justice involves preventing stereo-
typical attitudes on the part of both teachers and students, helping to develop critical
thinking, identifying incidents and situations in the classroom that involve injustice, and
working to generate social change in the classroom.

At the school system level, teachers are required to go beyond the walls of the
classroom, and strive to instil norms of social justice in the school and in the public
space (i.e. broader social frameworks) and to view the student not only as an individual
but as a person who belongs to and represents a group (Cochran-Smith et al. 2009;
Picower 2011; Zeichner and Flessner 2009). At both levels, there is room for critical
reflective thinking. Critical reflection is a combination of two types of thinking: reflective
and critical, which is widely recognised as a key component in the learning processes of
individuals and is advocated in many areas of professional practice (Brookfield 2009; Jarvis
2010). Brookfield (1995) argues that reflection becomes critical when it leads ‘to the
uncovering of paradigmatic assumptions’ (p. 8) that illustrate hegemonic beliefs and
practices. Critical reflection challenges teachers’ opinions, beliefs, and philosophy that
drive their pedagogical choices and influence their decisions in the school and the
community (Whipp 2013). Guided by Brookfield (1995), we accept the idea that critical
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reflection reveals actions that challenge existing power relationships in and out of the
classroom and motivates teachers to act in the future (p. 30).

The assumption of social justice lies in the humanitarian approach, which highlights
the difficulties involved in trying to implement it in education:

1. It is hard to determine measurable standards to assess the quality of teachers’ work
in teaching social justice (Dover 2013).

2. Educating for social justice is context-dependent, and teachers must develop
approaches and practices adapted to their own students (Mayo and Larke 2011).

3. The lack of adequate teacher education programs in this area makes it difficult for
beginning teachers to handle problems of social injustice in their classrooms
(Chubbuck 2010).

4. Beginning teachers find it particularly hard to handle issues related to the teaching of
social justice at the systemic level, because of limitations in their teacher education
programs as well as their own difficulties in adjusting and their need to survive in
the school setting (Johnson, Oppenheim, and Suh 2009).

These difficulties emphasise the need to listen to the voices of beginning teachers in
their narratives (Schaefer and Clandinin 2019). Narratives can be a vehicle for critical
reflection, exploring beliefs, values, perceptions and self-identity (Spector–Mersel 2017).
Critical reflection is a reasoning, descriptive, analytical process that imparts meaning to an
experience, it can be articulated in written form, orally or as an artistic expression. By
telling and writing narratives of social justice, we attempt to gain insight into moral,
political and ethical contexts of teaching. These issues are typically ascribed to critical
reflection (Aronson 2014). Critical reflection heightens awareness of the perception of
social justice and promotes actions arising from that awareness in ways that challenge
social injustice (Sensoy and DiAngelo 2012).

The purpose of this article is to present two stories written by beginning teachers on
social justice in the classroom and the public space. Through their stories, we will examine
two main questions: What process do beginning teachers undergo in coping with
injustices committed to their students? And how do they act in cases of social injustice
that arise in their work?

2. Research methodology

2.1. Narrative research

The ‘Narrative Turn’ (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber 1998) redefined the way in
which reality is perceived, explained, and given meaning in a subjective way (Bruner
1987). Narrative inquiry is a genre of qualitative research in which there is a defined ‘plot’
with events taking place in a given space along a continuum of time and conveying
important messages. The narrative redefines the perception of reality, interprets it, and
gives it meaning beyond the words (Riessman 2008). Another premise is that the story is
a reflection of the teller’s identity; thus, if we know the story, we can characterise the teller
(Mishler 2004). According to this approach, professional stories enable us to understand
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how the teachers telling the stories know what they know, how the professional episte-
mological structure is developed (Schultz and Ravitch 2013).

In addition, professional stories promote our understanding of how teachers create the
connection between acquired theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge (Josselson
2006), and how they cope with the different components of their roles as teachers. In this
way, beginning teachers’ professional stories shed light on their professional identities.

Narrative writing makes it possible to reflect the teacher’s perspective while structuring
and shaping it (Connelly and Clandinin 1999). Likewise, the writing of stories prompts a re-
examination of norms, perceptions, and beliefs, including their intercultural aspects (Olson
and Craig 2012).

2.2. Data collection: selection of stories for the study

In this study, we examine two narratives that were selected out of hundreds of stories
submitted to a story competition for beginning teachers. The competition was handled by
the Israeli Ministry of Education’s Division for Induction and Entry into Teaching during
the years 2010–2015. All beginning teachers from all over Israel were invited to write
about their experiences in their first year in the Israeli school system. A reflection of the
multicultural Israeli society, the Israeli school system is made up of different tracks,
including Arab schools and state-religious and state-secular Jewish schools. The writers
were representative of the entire population of new teachers at the preschool, elementary
and secondary levels in all tracks of the school system. They were all graduates of teacher
education programs at colleges of education and universities in Israel.

The stories accepted for the competition were anonymous and were submitted to
a panel of three lecturers in literature at universities and colleges of education, and two
representatives from the Ministry of Education’s Division for Induction and Entry into
Teaching. Two criteria guided the evaluation process: literary quality and representation
of the profession world. The literary quality was judged on the basis of such criteria as
aesthetics, writing style, ability to shape a narrative and describe events, creation of
characters, and use of artistic elements (Riessman 2008). The descriptions of educational
practice in the stories reflected the professional experiences of first-year teachers, among
them the encounter with students; the teaching of required subjects; and the need to cope
with organisational culture. The reviewers of the stories gave each story a score between 1
and 3 (according to the criteria discussed below), and the 20 best stories were (and continue
to be) published every year. The purpose of the competition was to learn what happens to
new teachers during the first year of teaching; to enable them to make their voices heard
and, in turn, to hear them; and to provide an opportunity for the system to learn from their
experiences and to structure the pedagogical and organisational aspects of teacher educa-
tion in keeping with the needs of the individual and the system. The stories were published
between 2010 and 2015 (Schatz-Oppenheimer and Zilbershtrum 2010 and 2015).

As researchers, we read all the stories which included several issues from the world of
beginning teachers. We identified 10 stories in which social justice was the principal theme.
The criteria for selecting these two stories were as follows: (a) The two stories were selected
based on their literary quality (Riessman 2008;Miles andHuberman 1994). (b) The social justice
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issues are expressed from the teachers’ point of view. (c) They address this subject in both the
classroom and the public space. (d) The stories shed light on what education for social justice
means. (Schatz-Oppenheimer and Zilbershtrum 2010 and 2015 ; Tillery, Jourdan, and Deis
2011). (e) They reflect the situation in Israel and are of interest to us as researchers engaged in
teacher education in amulticultural and conflictual society, which is also characteristic of other
countries (Cochran-Smith et al. 2009; Picower 2011; Zeichner and Flessner 2009; Okilwa 2015).

2.3. Analysis and interpretation of the stories

We sought to learn about the attitudes and practices of beginning teachers in the context
of social justice from their point of view. To better understand the meaning of the stories,
we made use of the hermeneutic interpretive approach (Josselson 2006) and of thematic-
holistic content analysis (Corbin and Strauss 2008; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber
1998). After selecting two of the stories, we analysed them in five stages:

1. First reading by each researcher separately, and individual interpretation of each of
the stories.

2. Joint second reading during which we looked for the similarities and differences
between the stories.

3. Extraction of a similar theme in both stories: how the beginning teachers who wrote
the stories coped with cases of social injustice and unfairness encountered in their
work.

4. Analysis of the theme, yielding two categories shared by both stories: critical
reflections on exclusion and inclusion and acting for social justice

5. Breakdown and reconstruction of the stories, enabling us to study the differences
between them in both categories as well as the meaning attributed by the begin-
ning teachers to their overt actions in educating for social justice and their covert
perceptions of their professional role.

2.4. Ethical aspects

To maintain sound research ethics, at the time of submission all of the writers gave us
their written consent to publish their stories, and permitted us to use the stories for
research purposes. In the present article, the names of the writers and of the individuals
mentioned in the stories are fictitious (Human Research Ethics Committees – HREC, 2007).

3. Findings

The first story, ‘The Soul Yearns’ (2010), takes place in the classroom. A new commu-
nications teacher describes her encounter with Raphael, a 12-year-old immigrant from
Iran. In Iran the boy suffered as a Jew and his father was put in jail. The family was able to
escape from Iran and made their way to Israel, taking a long, covert route. In Israel Raphael
has difficulty with his studies and with his poor Hebrew. He is lonely and socially rejected
by the other children; they exclude him from classroom and other social activities.

The beginning teacher decides to take steps to integrate him into the children’s circle and
into his studies by asking the children to write their life stories. Raphael tells his exciting life
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story, and it is a turning point for him and for the class. The teacher uses narrative pedagogy as
a didactic tool to act for social justice (Goodson and Gill 2011; Osler 2015).

The second story, ‘I Just Wanted a Costume’ (2013), unfolds in the public space. It is
written by a first-grade beginning teacher at a school whose population consists mainly of
children of immigrants and asylum seekers. At the beginning of the story, the teacher
encounters Moshe, a seven-year-old student from her class while out with friends one
evening. The child is wearing shorts and flip-flops though it is cold and rainy outside. He
tells her that he has been working since early afternoon at a costume store. In exchange,
he had expected the saleslady to give him a costume to wear the next day to the school
party in celebration of the holiday of Purim. At the end of the long day the saleslady
refused to give him a costume, and the child didn’t want to go home until she gave it to
him. This incident arouses the beginning teacher’s critical reflection on injustice, and she
takes action: she demands the costume from the saleslady and gets it. At the end of the
story the teacher decides to take action in the school space, enlisting professionals to
address not only the child ‘s situation but also the school system.

Both stories are recounted by beginning teachers who confronted educational issues
related to social justice. The practices they developed helped their students, and them-
selves, to cope with social wrongs in both the classroom and the public space. This
process included two interrelated stages: critical reflection on the immigrant students’
difficulties and actions taken by the beginning teachers for social justice.

3.1. First stage: reflecting on exclusion and inclusion

In this stage we analyse the two stories and explore the critical reflections of the two
beginning teachers. In the story ‘The Soul Yearns,’ the teacher identifies Raphael,
a ‘foreigner’, an immigrant student, and recognises his loneliness in the classroom and
at the school’s memorial ceremony:

‘Most of the students at the ceremony sang the Israeli national anthem by heart. Raphael
was one of the few who didn’t sing together with the others.’

Out of all those present at the ceremony, the beginning teacher notices Raphael. She
identifies his inability to sing the national anthem and to participate in the ceremony. Her
reflections on his position sharpens his exclusion and enables her to discern the connec-
tion between his loneliness in the classroom and his lack of belonging to Israeli culture.
We perceive national ceremonies as one of the practices used for social construction of
the collective. The anthem serves as a symbolic expression of common ideals, of the
history and aspirations of the collective. The act of singing together underscores the
belonging, or lack of belonging, to the collective (Handelman 1990).

The reflections on being a ‘foreigner’ and the discovery of the hostility and ethnocentr-
ism of the pupil’s surroundings arise once again in the second story, ‘I just wanted
a costume’. This time the situation took place in the public space. In the late evening,
while out with friends, the beginning teacher meets her seven-year-old student. ‘The
saleslady won’t agree to give me a costume for Purim, and I don’t want to go home until she
gives it to me.’ Hearing his words, she identifies his wish to obtain a costume and desire to
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feel a sense of ‘belonging.’ This arouses her critical reflections on the injustice committed
to this child.

We perceive that a custom of dressing up on holidays is a practice aimed at construct-
ing a sense of social-cultural belonging in an imagined community (Anderson 1991). The
Purim costumes and celebrations at school represent and structure the ethos of Israeli
culture. They emphasise both belonging to that ethos and exclusion from it. In the same
way, participation in Memorial Day ceremonies constructs a sense of belonging to history
that consolidates the ethos of Israeli society.

Both stories explore the ways that beginning teachers cope with immigrant students
and their exclusion from the Israeli society. The ‘foreign’ immigrant student is on the
margins of the hegemonic society, and is expected to adjust to the social norms and to
silence his alternative voice. In the first story, the immigrant student Raphael is not
portrayed as actively initiating steps to change his status and positioning in the society
of students, making it difficult for him to integrate into the class and take part in the
memorial ceremony. In the second story, by contrast, Moshe, the immigrant foreigner, is
an active initiator seeking any way possible to find his place in the celebration and feel
that he belongs to the collective. It is noteworthy that in both instances, the child’s
location on the margins – a position that renders him ‘invisible’ – makes it ‘legitimate’
for the holders of power to exclude and oppress him and infringe on his rights. In each of
the stories, the beginning teachers’ critical reflections and the recognition of the immi-
grant student’s need to be included prompt them to act for social justice.

3.2. Second stage: acting for social justice

In both stories, there is a transition from engaging in critical reflection on the excluded
‘foreigner’ and his distress on the personal level to engaging in actual activity on his
behalf on both the personal and systemic-structural levels (Chubbuck 2010; Whipp 2013).
While the interaction with the student at the centre of each story is initially portrayed as
random, as the plot develops the teachers’ reflections become more discerning, prompt-
ing them to take personal and social responsibility in the form of active steps in pursuit of
social justice.

In the first story, the beginning communications teacher engages in social action in the
classroom by means of the curriculum. During an activity in the classroom, she notices
that the other students do not want to include Raphael in their group, claiming that he is
a Muslim: ‘No way! We don’t want Arabs in our group . . . ’ The teacher is shocked by the
students’ racist talk: ‘I looked at them in amazement. My legs froze in place.’ She identifies
a situation of social injustice, which evokes strong feelings of compassion and a desire to
act against it. Her initial, spontaneous reaction is described in physical terms: ‘My legs
froze in place.’ As an act she employs the didactic practice of working in groups and
writing a script about their life stories. Against the wishes of the other students, she
assigns Raphael to a group and asks that they write a script about his life story:

“ . . . I expect a script filled with emotions, meaning that the characters in the script express
feelings . . . The script that you write should be based on a true story that happened to one of the
group members. “
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The method chosen by the beginning teacher is intended to achieve two objectives:
scholastic and social. The academic goal – learning the principles of scriptwriting – is part
of the curriculum in communications. The social goal is to create work groups and to
include the lonely rejected student part of a team. This practice is intended to break
stereotypes and prevent racist perceptions by helping the children in the class get to
know Raphael and his personal story better. Likewise, she offers Raphael an opportunity
to reveal his life story, to be proactive, and to be part of the group, which can change his
social positioning and help him integrate with his classmates. In the beginning, Raphael’s
voice is silenced in the classroom. He is passive in the company of the children. But during
the writing of the script, the students are exposed to his personal narrative. Raphael
discloses his original name, Sa’id, which was given to him in Iran by his parents so that he
would not be harassed in school for being Jewish. His father was incarcerated for two
years in an Iranian prison for no reason. He was cruelly tortured, leaving him with severe
injuries. Upon his release from prison, when Raphael was 10, the entire family fled to
Israel. The father arrived ill, and the mother took care of him and Raphael. The revelations
about Raphael and his family aroused a sense of identification with his hardships while
diminishing his classmates’ prejudice and encouraging intercultural dialogue. As such the
classroom assignment allows different voices to be heard, and provides an opportunity to
educate the children towards tolerance and acceptance of foreigners. The teacher’s
actions generate change, leading not only to empowerment of the weakened child and
his integration into the class but to attitudinal and behavioural shifts among the students.
Pedagogically, we can say that her approach to teaching communication probably was
influenced unconsciously by what Fassett and Warren (2007) call ‘critical communication
pedagogy.’ They view culture as central, conceive identity as constituted in communica-
tion, approach power as fluid and complex, and highlight a focus on ‘concrete, mundane
communication practices as constitutive of larger social structural systems’ (2007, 43).

Her approach reflects a broader perception of education for social justice, one that is
committed to upholding democratic values on both the personal plane and within the
social system (Cochran-Smith et al. 2009). In terms of her professional role, the actions
display a sense of professional-social responsibility that is not limited to teaching content;
instead, homeroom teachers are seen as social activists, with the ability to turn learning
material into an opening for teaching values.

In the second story, ‘I just wanted a costume,’ the beginning teacher acts to achieve social
justice in the public sphere, confronting representations of the hegemonic society. In
response to the student’s distress, she goes to the store to talk with the saleslady. The
encounter between them is emotionally charged and accompanied by shouting, as she says:

Even if she hadn’t promised him anything, the least she could do was to give the child a Purim
costume after he had helped her since 3:00 in the afternoon. The saleslady, a young woman with
spiked hair, spoke rudely and impatiently. She said that she wasn’t responsible for this child, that
he had come on his own and asked to work, so she did him a favor and allowed him to arrange
the merchandise.

At the end of a loud argument, the saleslady still obstinately refuses to give a costume to
the child. But as the teacher and Moshe resignedly leave the store, she throws a costume
at them. ‘Moshe was so excited! He hugged me hard and said that he was happy now.’
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The teacher’s actions against the exploitation of the child yielded positive results, and he
got what he wanted – a costume. The teacher represents a humanistic pedagogical
perspective and for her the child is at the centre, while the saleslady focuses on her profit,
insensitive to the fact that she is dealing with just a child. The conflict between the saleslady
and the beginning teacher reflects an inherent tension that exists in any society that, like
Israel, must deal with the absorption of foreigners. (Tillery, Jourdan, and Deis 2011).

But the teacher’s professional responsibility to the student does not end there. By now
late at night following the incident, she accompanies him home, where she discovers his
harsh living conditions: a dark stairwell, home in a state of neglect, no one present, only
‘two mattresses on the floor, and a tiny, empty kitchen.’ She says good-bye to the student
and goes home. The next day:

At the entrance to the school, Moshe waited for me in the costume he had received with a huge
smile on his face. He didn’t leave me for a moment the entire day, and wouldn’t let me out of his
sight.

The story could have ended there, with the righting of a social injustice. But the beginning
teacher did not let her handling of the incident remain at the individual level; she took
action in the school space, extending her educational responsibility for the sake of social
justice. She got the principal involved and enlisted the help of the school’s psychologist
and guidance counsellor to make a significant change in Moshe’s situation as well as the
whole school system. The teacher’s actions suggest a broader perception of the concept
of social justice that encompasses empowerment at the individual level and support at
the system/school level, including consideration of emotional, scholastic, and financial
factors (Townsend 2011).

At the systemic level, teachers act beyond the walls of the classroom, and strive to instil
norms of social justice in the school system and in the public space. They probably view
the student not only as an individual but as a person who belongs to, and represents,
a group (Cochran-Smith et al. 2009; Picower 2011; Zeichner and Flessner 2009).

But the question remains of whether beginning teachers are capable of making an
impact at the broader societal level, by changing racist stereotypes of ‘the other’ and
exploitation and exclusion of foreigners.

4. Discussion

Based on narrative inquiry, this article dealt with two main questions: What process do
beginning teachers undergo in coping with injustices committed against their students?
And how do they handle cases of social injustice that arise in their work? We claim that
personal narratives can deepen the understanding of the components of social justice in
teacher education.

4.1. Practices of beginning teachers on issues of social justice

Findings show that beginning teachers are dealing with injustices committed against
immigrant students, and seeking to help them integrate successfully at school as part of
a general pursuit of social justice. The study highlights their experience in confronting
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incidents of discrimination, and their ability to find solutions despite the complications
described in previous studies, among them, the difficulties beginning teachers have in
coping with running a classroom and the problem of fostering an open cultural dialogue
among students and building classes that confront injustice and inequality (Chubbuck
2010; Hess 2005; Johnson, Oppenheim, and Suh 2009).

Findings revealed two prominent themes in cases of social injustice: critical reflection
on inclusion and exclusion, and action for social justice. Critical reflection evokes identi-
fication with the hardships of the excluded pupils. In the first story it is reflected in the
positions of the immigrant-student, revealing his exclusion, loneliness, and scholastic and
social difficulties in the classroom and at the memorial ceremony. In the second story, the
critical reflection is focused on the hardships suffered by the student in both the public
space and his home environment – injustices that can put him at risk. In both cases,
reflections set in motion processes, bring the immigrant-student to the forefront, trans-
form him from ‘invisible’ to ‘visible,’ and give meaning to the professional role of begin-
ning teachers in response to social injustice (Green 2013).

Arguably, critical reflection prompts the beginning teacher to act for social justice. The
actions in pursuit of social justice are varied. In the first story, the beginning teacher
makes use of coursework and didactic practices to create an atmosphere of respect for
‘the other’ (Agarwall et al. 2010). Curriculum is an important tool for bringing out different
or suppressed voices in the classroom, constructing a multicultural pedagogy, and
imparting values (Banks 1995). In the second story, mobilisation of various parties at the
school system level is a form of struggle against injustice, and helps to include the
students in the school system and society (Picower 2011; Zeichner and Flessner 2009).

Yet despite the differences in the actions taken by the teachers, their goals are
similar. Each of them acts on both the individual level, the student, and the classroom/
school system level (Cochran-Smith et al. 2009). The teachers’ actions may indicate to
us their attitudes towards social justice and their professional role: social justice is
perceived by them as subverting power relations, and improving a world where the
weak are exploited and oppressed. In their professional role, they may see a place for
initiative, responsibility, and commitment to act to right social injustice (Schoonmaker
and Ryan 1996).

In general, we can claim that both beginning teachers acting for social justice: (a)
enable the individual to live a meaningful and dignified life, (b) reveal critical reflection on
the mechanisms of control and exclusion of the hegemonic culture, and (c) act for
democratic culture and participatory citizenship, and combat ethnocentric perceptions
and behaviour (Schatz-Oppenheimer and Zilbershtrum 2010 and 2015; Tillery, Jourdan,
and Deis 2011).

Their perception and practice of social justice can be seen as a reflection of the
processes they undergo as new teachers. They see the ‘foreign’ students as mirrors of
themselves, and their sensitivity to them stems from their own personal-professional
experiences in their first year of teaching. As beginning teachers, they face integration
difficulties, alienation, and loneliness, and are at times excluded from the school culture
and the teaching staff. The notion that there are overt and covert relations between
teachers within the school culture should not be ignored. These ties have political
meaning, and include power struggles through which feelings of belonging and not
belonging are expressed (Pomson and Gillis 2001; Sabar 2004).
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But the status of beginning teachers as ‘foreigners’ can also be interpreted a different
way. It is precisely because they are ‘strangers’ that they have heightened sensitivity, and
consequently, greater ability to observe and identify injustices; thus, they can ‘defamiliar-
ize’ situations that call for action to promote social justice. The advantage of foreignness
and marginalisation lies in their perspective, which is not bound by tradition and the
norms of the school culture. By contrast, veteran teachers, who are accustomed to being
part of a systemwhere major emphasis is placed on standards and accountability, may see
such situations as part of the routine to which they have become accustomed and may
therefore find it difficult to act based on a commitment to social justice (Pomson and Gillis
2001). In this case, the two stories explore an invisible web latent in all the characters: the
foreignness of teachers and children. These narratives offer us a better understanding of
the phenomenon of the foreigner’s experience.

4.2. Contribution of beginning teachers’ stories about social justice, and the
ramifications for teacher education

Findings confirm that not only veteran teachers but also beginning teachers have the
opportunity and take the responsibility to implement practices for social justice (Cochran-
Smith et al. 2016). We argue that the construction of social justice ideology and practices
can begin at the level of teacher education. Teacher education programs should tackle
these issues at two main levels: the individual level and the level of teachers’ role functions
in the school system. Both levels include the student teachers’ perception and their
practice of social justice, and relate to the children and the notion of otherness. (Cochran-
Smith et al. 2016). In an era of globalisation and increasing popularity of the achievement-
oriented neoliberal approach centred on competition, assessment, and standardisation,
school systems and teacher-education institutions alike must fill the need for teaching
social justice (Cochran-Smith et al. 2009; Hökkä and Eteläpelto 2014). The beginning
teachers whose stories are told in this paper acted out of a ‘gut feeling’ and not a clear-
cut, formal ideology; this situation can be remedied by dealing with social justice in teacher
education programs. One way to do so is to use narrative pedagogy in the context of
societal justice. Both the writing of students’ life stories and the reading of beginning
teachers’ narratives, as set forth in this article, can be a pedagogical strategy for teacher
educators. Narrative pedagogy in teacher education provides a space in which to connect
experiences both inside and outside the school with perceptions, practices and professional
knowledge (Elbaz-Luwisch 2010; Schaefer and Clandinin 2019). Likewise, life stories about
social justice problems and dilemmas can trigger dialogue about social justice, contribute
to coping with emotions and reduce the stigmatising of foreigners (Caine et al. 2018).

The main implication of this article is the use made by the beginning teacher of the
student’s own narrative to bolster the message of social justice, which points to the power
of personal stories and the need to integrate them in the curriculum in the teacher
education system. Those engaged in teacher education who aim to promote social justice
should develop syllabi and practices that develop critical reflection. Furthermore, teacher
educators should promote awareness in their trainees of their responsibility not only to
teach, but also to understand and seek cooperation with the school authorities and
system. Teacher training course syllabi should present the cultures of various ethnic
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groups and minorities and reflect the conceptual, social and political differences that exist
in society (Mayo and Larke 2011; Ramaekers 2010).

Today’s world is a multicultural world where immigration is a widespread phenom-
enon. We are aware of the limitations of this paper, which describes and analyses only two
local stories involving immigrant children. But despite this limited scope and the fact that
by focusing on personal stories one can miss other components that influence social
justice education, such as policies, economics, globalisation forces and social power
relations (Okilwa 2015). We believe that narrative research is a valuable pedagogical
strategy in understanding the authentic complexity of social justice. and is one of the
ways to train teachers to cope with cultural differences and educate for social justice in
global migration world.
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