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ABSTRACT

Transcending Invisibility Through the Power of Story: An Analysis of the Life
Journey of Mr. John, a Rural School Custodian, as Told by His Granddaughter.
(December 2004)

Gerri M. Maxwell, B.A., Texas Lutheran College;

M.Ed., University of Houston at Victoria

Chair of Advisory Committee: Dr. Linda Skrla

Public school leaders routinely overlook the talents and contributions of
blue-collar support staff that can and do play viable roles in the success of
schools. Somewhat ironically, a common piece of advice given to first year
teachers by more experienced mentors is, “Get to know the school secretary and
custodian — everybody knows they really run the school.” Although this phrase is
commonly bantered about by educators and informal school lore accords it the
status of truth, the school leadership research literature is virtually silent about
the contributions such workers can make. In Texas, where there are over one
thousand school districts, many of which are rural and “stepping stones” for
career track administrators, it is these community members who work as the
secretaries, bus drivers, and custodians that many times serve as the cultural
glue helping these districts survive. These invisible workers make important
contributions to the coherency of the culture and mission of the school.

My white maternal grandfather worked as a custodian in a rural school

district for more than fifty-three years. Within the past five years, in the course of



conversation, two casual acquaintances volunteered information regarding my
grandfather’s contributions as a custodian in that school district that later |
realized were instrumental in the sense of the project coming to me (Cole &
Knowles, 2001).

As a rural school custodian with a third grade education, my grandfather
lived with multiple oppressive forces in his life. The lack of opportunity for
education, the low socio-economic status of his rural family, the marginalization
that society deals to those persons who choose dirty work (Meagher, 2002), and
the sometimes overt, but often just an unintentional, power struggle with school
leadership were all oppressive forces in his life. Whether he consciously realized
it or not, my grandfather’s behavior (as evidenced by informant conversations)
revealed this oppression. He survived, even thrived, and dealt with this
oppression through the most effective means he knew of and obviously honed
throughout his lifetime. My grandfather used humor as a means of survival.

My grandfather was a master storyteller.

This is his story.



DEDICATION

This dissertation is dedicated to the invisible workers in the public schools
of rural Texas; they are the unsung heroes who make a difference daily in the

lives of countless children.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

It's as if all narratives were upside-down storms — smooth on top, choppy

underneath.

Julie Allen, 1999, p. 33

This dissertation is about my grandfather, a custodian in a tiny rural school
district in South Texas and how he, through the power of story, transcended his
invisibility and left a lasting legacy within that school district.

His story serves as an exemplar, not only for all invisible workers in
schools and for the necessity of school leaders noticing their contribution and
impact, but his story also is an exemplar for all marginalized persons who create
their own identity portals into visibility through the power of story.

That is not to say | am telling the fairy-tale life history of one perfect man.
To the contrary, | am telling the story of a charismatic blue-collar worker who was
replete with all of the humanness we all possess. The focus of this narrative is
on one man’s contributions as an invisible worker in a school, but there is a story
beneath the story. There are layers.

This study examines not only the rationale for why invisible workers

should be of significant notice to school leaders, but also why this story has

The journal used for this dissertation as to style and format is Educational
Administration Quarterly.



been suppressed in the professional literature. It also examines the nature of
dirty work and its societal implications, and, finally, it focuses on how the power
of story and on how humor (loosely inclusive of story, jokes, pranks, and “chain-
yanking”) (Quinn, 2000), as not only part of a sociological bonding mechanism
among various groups of people but also a means of displacing oppressive
forces, afforded my grandfather visibility and recognition though he lived in the
world of “other.”

Because | am analyzing not only the life journey of my grandfather, a
white rural custodian, but also my own journey in this process as well as a white,
first generation college-educated female, this qualitative dissertation will have
overtones of auto-ethnography. | choose the stream of consciousness style of
Carolyn Ellis (1997), who pleads, “I want to talk a different way, not just talk
about talking a different way” (p. 116). | also employ a strategy used by Skrla
(2000) in her self-proclaimed non-traditional academic writing style, and that is
“introductions, elaborations, and explanations are provided at the point they
become necessary (in my view) in the flow of the text rather than where they
might customarily be expected” (p. 612). Carolyn Ellis (1997) likens this to
sandwiching text. Finally for all of those qualitative researchers like myself for
whom methodology such as “unpacking the research baggage,” is crucial to the
research in story process, | begin with a personal rationale for my study (Cole &

Knowles, 2001).



Personal Rationale
In a sense, the topic found him. It was a topic begging to be researched.
Ardra L.Cole & J. Gary Knowles, 2001, p. 52
| would stand at one end of the long hallway with the original wooden
floors of the school building now nearly seventy years old and be
overcome by the enormity of the human toil which had polished these
floors to a glowing amber from corner to corner, one end of the hall to the
next, and be literally breathless at its beauty. | am overcome now with the
memory of that vision, the scent of the school building and the memory of
the man who had a singular impact on this rural school district for over
forty years.
Leveridge, a pseudonym, 2002
This was the recollection conveyed to me by a perfect stranger, a former
teacher, who knew and worked with my grandfather, known to all as Mr. John,
who was a white rural custodian in a predominantly white tiny rural school district
in South Texas. | met this teacher, Mr. Leveridge, by chance or perhaps destiny.
He and his wife were at a school function in another district and mentioned they
were from this particular small town, East End, where my grandparents had lived.
I immediately shared my knowledge of this town through my grandparents and
the Leveridges’ discovered | was the granddaughter of this man. Mr. Leveridge
glared almost with urgency into my eyes imploring the question, “Do you know

what your grandfather meant to this school?”



Of course, | was pleasantly taken aback by this man’s inquiry and chatted
at some length with him. To describe my response as pleasant fear is
appropriate because as Mr. Leveridge asked me this question, it was almost as
though | should be faulted for not having already had this realization. Mr.
Leveridge was impassioned, to say the least, regarding my grandfather’s role in
East End (pseudonym). For nearly a half hour, he regaled me (eyes twinkling,
aside coughs followed by chuckles of personal bemusement) with numerous
stories about my grandfather, now ten years deceased, and his contribution as
the custodian in East End Independent School District.

At the time | first recalled this conversation, | was most struck by the
novelty of my grandfather, a custodian, being cited as possessing agency as an
influential person in that school district. However, after some additional research,
study, and a mental review of that conversation, as well as another encounter
with a former administrator in that district, | have since realized that sometimes it
is what is not said that tells the real story. Both of these men, obviously being
politically correct upon our first meeting, merely chuckled or displayed an
accentuated twinkle in their eye in describing their memories of my grandfather to
me.

It was not until | had completed a number of interviews with persons from
that district that | began to have a sense that while | was personally seeking to
tell my grandfather’s story, | uncovered his legacy as a storyteller, a creator of

everyday stories, often pranks, which no doubt served to pass the time and



deflect the oppressive actions of others toward him while he attended to the
multitude and often mundane tasks of custodial and maintenance work.

Thus, what began, for me, as a quest for seeking solutions for leadership
in schools, evolved not only into an effort to recognize the contributions of
invisible workers in school, but also into an examination of how one man, my
grandfather as exemplar, transcended this invisibility through the power of story.

Academic Rationale
Introduction

In Texas there are over one thousand school districts. Of that number,
eighty percent of these districts are small, many of them rural districts. Most of
these districts share similar challenges of not enough qualified teachers and
guality administrators to run their schools. Yet, in spite of these challenges,
these school districts, whose leaders frequently move in and out in only a short
period of time, manage to survive because the schools themselves retain some
coherent culture and mission. Individuals who work in these schools and have
longevity, even though they may be in support staff positions like custodians and
secretaries, frequently are the “glue” that holds these school communities
together. Colleges of education tell first year teachers, “Get to know the school
secretary and custodian — everybody knows they really run the school.” And
although this phrase is bantered by educators in general, the research literature

does not tell their story — does not recognize their contribution.



Call for qualitative studies to inform leadership
Perhaps part of the reason the contributions of invisible workers have not
been included in the professional leadership literature is a product of the
limitations that empirical, quantitative research places on intangibles such as
measuring the impact of custodians and secretaries and reducing that data, if it
could be collected to a uni-dimensional numerical state. Josselson (1995) says,
We have entered a new age, the age of narrative, an interest that is
sweeping a range of academic disciplines. The historians, grappling with
narrative frames of reference, are wondering about the relationship
between history and literature and between history and autobiography.
Are autobiographies history? How do the stories that people tell reflect
the dominant assumptions of their age? And people in literature are
wondering how to distinguish what has usually been thought to be
literature from autobiography. Just as within psychology, the question of
how to treat people’s lived experiences embarrasses our more technical
understandings of intellectual conceptualizations. (p. 32)

Reissman (1993) as well concurs that a number of fields ranging from history to
psychology, even law and medicine have embraced narrative as an effective
methodology able to hone in on findings not possible through traditional scientific
methods.

Specifically, Conger (1998), as an anthropologist/ethnographic researcher,
finds that qualitative methods offer the following advantages for studying

educational leadership including:



1) the flexibility to discern and detect unexpected phenomena during the
research (Lundberg, 1976);

2) an ability to investigate processes more effectively;

3) greater chances to explore and to be sensitive to contextual
factors; and

4) more effective means to investigate symbolic dimensions. (Morgan &
Smircich, 1980)

Conger (1998) further elaborates that the complexity of leadership is a by-
product of its characteristics that include its dynamic nature, its involvement with
multiple levels of phenomena and its symbolic component. Using only
guantitative methods to flesh out these variables is insufficient. Furthermore,
when only quantitative methods are used, implying a cause-effect interaction, the
misguided notion that leadership is uni-dimensional is reinforced (Lantis, 1987).

Several of the advantages of qualitative research over quantitative
research for studying school leadership are realized through the genre of life
history. In the genre of life history, the stories of individual contributions are
highlighted, examined, and digested for insight into particular phenomena. This
approach fits well with what Slattery (1995) would encourage for educational
administration -- a post-modern world where “a post-competitive sense of
relationships as cooperative rather than coercive and individualistic” (p. 19)
would rule the day for building community and relationships between custodians
and administrators, teachers, and students. Here the phenomena of leadership

and what it means to be a school leader offers the opportunity for going beyond



relationships between staff members in public schools where relationships of
unequal power such as between administrator and custodian, can be re-
examined. Leaders would be people who have greater authority to “name what
they and others notice” (Witkin, 2000, p. 104 ), to step back and, from a different
perspective to gain more effectiveness as leaders by being in charge, in
authority, less.
What makes this a good story? (Or why is this story worth telling)?
If qualitative studies to inform leadership are desirable, why this story?
What makes a good story? What as my second research question asks is
unigue about Mr. John, a rural school custodian, that makes his story worth
telling and of interest to school leadership? Bruner (2001) says:
The only requirement imposed by having to tell a life story is that one tell
something “interesting”. What makes for something “interesting” is
invariably a “theory” or “story” that runs counter to expectancy or produces
an outcome counter to expectancy. But expectancy, of course, is
controlled by the implicit folk psychology that prevails in a culture. It is the
case, then, that a story (to meet the criterion of tellability) must violate
canonical expectancy, but do so in the folk-psychologically canonical that
is itself canonical—that is the breach of convention must itself be
conventional. (p. 30)
Labov (1972) refers to this breach of convention as reportability. That is,
“An event is not reportable if it is something that happens every day; to be turned

into a story, an event must either be unusual in some way or run counter to



expectations or norms” (p. 390). As | have already revealed, this story of my
grandfather’s “storied” life came to me by chance, and through two separate
incidents of story from perfect strangers who were part of the culture that
“storied” Mr. John. What makes Mr. John’s story worth telling or unique is the
agency that he as a custodian possessed in this school district as told to me in
fact by two former professionals from that school district. The drama Mr. John
created on a daily basis, the power wielded from his unlikely station as custodian
create that imbalance Kenneth Burke (1945) described as essential to creating
drama in story. The Pentad, or “interplay of five elements” (Bruner, p. 31), are
“comprised of an Actor who commits an Action toward a Goal with the use of
some Instrument in a particular Scene” (Bruner, p. 31). Furthermore, “Drama is
created..., when elements of the Pentad are out of balance, lose their
appropriate ‘ratio” (Bruner, p. 31). Inthe case of Mr. John, he was not supposed
to be as a custodian, a primary actor wielding power in this school district. The
fact that he apparently did, and did so primarily through his ability to create story,
creates that drama and make this a story worth telling.
Potential criticisms of auto-ethnographic research (Or why this isn’t navel gazing)

Having now made the argument for qualitative research to inform
leadership, | feel in this research project that | push the envelope a little further
by the auto-ethnographic nature of the study. In fact, my recent doctoral course
in Researching the Personal revealed anything but an easy road ahead.

| acknowledge that several interlocking tensions and perspectives are at

work as | write this piece. As a qualitative researcher analyzing my grandfather’'s
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life and attempting through narrative to give meaning to or to uncover the
essence of his apparent ability to rise above his invisibility as dictated by his
occupation which placed him in a particular social class, some readers may
guestion this study. However, “It is impossible for sociologists, or any other
members of society, to avoid narrative” (White, 1987, p.24, cited in Ewick &
Silbey 1995, p. 204). In fact, Ferber (2000) says,” We give meaning to the world
and construct reality through narrative, highlighting the active, but often
concealed, role played by the researcher” (p. 341). Thus I choose to foreground
my perspective as researcher/ granddaughter of my subject despite the fact that
this may be a threatening approach to traditional sociologists, “not only because
stories are seen as less objective, or because an alternative story may be
presented, but because this approach provides an inherent critique of traditional
sociology and our predominant understanding of reality itself, as well as the
relationship between representation and reality” (Ferber, p.342).
Description of the Study

Purpose

As a current public school administrator, | have chosen to name what
needs to be noticed (Witkin, 2000). | have chosen to write the life history of my
grandfather’s life in the context of invisible workers in schools in order to highlight
not only his contribution but also that of other persons with similar longevity and
impact in schools that go unnoticed and untapped. This counter-story has seldom
been formally recognized because the dominant discourse is led by the

professionally trained educators and administrators who are responsible for
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school success. These public school professionals, thus, unknowingly or
obliviously exclude the talents and contributions of blue-collar, uneducated
support staff who can and do hold viable roles regarding the success of schools
and the students in their charge.

Emerging layers for study

Additionally, | hope to make an interdisciplinary contribution to sociological
research by examining how one man used the power of narrative to transcend
his invisibility. Only after the initial round of conducting and transcribing
seventeen interviews, and, as suggested by Reissman (1993), “having spent
considerable time scrutinizing the rough drafts of transcriptions, often across a
number of interviews” did a “focus for analysis emerge, or become clearer” (p.
57).

That focus for analysis in several conversations in particular generated
different responses from most of the other interviews conducted with professional
informants. Reissman (1993), says:

In my experience, the task of identifying narrative segments and their

representation cannot be delegated. It is not a technical operation but the

stuff of analysis itself, the “unpacking” of structure that is essential to
interpretation. By transcribing at this level, interpretive categories emerge,
ambiguities in language are heard on the tape, and the oral record—the
way the story is told—provides clues about meaning. Insights from these
various sources shape the difficult decision about how to represent oral

discourse as written text. (p. 58)
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It was after closer analysis of these particular conversations, that the true
essence of this study emerged. No longer was this a study about the fairy tale
life of a rural school custodian, but rather this became a sociological examination
of the oppression marginalized workers experience and how one man through
his own wit and fortitude responded and thrived through honing his ability to
create story.

Research Questions
1. What was the life history of Mr. John, a small town school custodian, as
retold by informants knowledgeable about his life?
2. What was unique about Mr.John that allowed him to overcome his
invisibility?
Methodology
Researching lives is always a delicate affair, often highly intrusive. Life
history researchers step into lives only to retreat after a time; yet, those
examined lives live on both within and without the researcher’s
experience. The business of doing life history work is complex and
consuming, exhilarating and elusive, demanding and defining, even tiring
and tedious, but with understanding the lives of others comes the
possibility of understanding oneself and one’s location in the world.
Ardra L.Cole and J. Gary Knowles, 2001, viii

This study took the form of a posthumously created life history of my

grandfather’s life, particularly as it pertained to his work as a custodian in a rural

school district in Texas. Information for this ethnographic study was framed from
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my own recollections of my grandfather and by stories | have been told
throughout my lifetime. Interviews with seventeen informants selected (plus two
additional family members who read the initial draft and provided feedback for
trustworthiness and credibility) using the snowball sampling technique were
conducted. These informants included family members and former
administrators, teachers, staff, and students in the East End Independent School
District.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with each of these persons.
Each of these interviews was taped with permission and transcribed. The life
history conversations included guiding questions that retained the focus of this
study. The interview protocol included questions related not only to the details of
my grandfather’s life and how those factors created the person he became, but
also about the work ethic he displayed and the commitment he exemplified.
Additionally, recollections from the interviewees regarding daily routines and
notable incidents over the years of my grandfather’s service that exemplified his
commitment to the sustainability of the culture and mission of this tiny rural
school district were revealed.

As | began interviewing these informants, something unexpected
occurred. As Josselson(1995), pointed out, “If we listen well, we will unearth
what we did not expect” (p. 30). Indeed, the original story | sought specifically as
the life history of my grandfather, became something much more intense. This
wasn’t a pretty process. | definitely did not hear exactly what | expected to hear.

My grandfather, certainly respected and revered, also had a somewhat “edgy”



14

side to his personality. As | continued interviewing and analyzing data, | finally
realized that rather than this “edginess” being a personality fault, it, along with his
ability to “story,” revealed what was to become the true findings of my research.
That was that this was not only to be a life history, but even more so a
sociological examination about how my grandfather, a rural custodian, managed
the oppression he felt in his role either consciously or subconsciously and how
he used story to “manage” that oppression as well as to exert leadership in that
school district even from his life station as custodian. Cole and Knowles, (2001,
p. 99) tell us that “life history research has no formula or recipe” and that this sort
of emergent data is “typical and highly desired.” Indeed, this emergent data
completely refocused and added depth of meaning to the original study intent.
As researcher, | also sought an explanation for these contradictions and in
my search, uncovered and embraced the concept of non-unitary subjectivity
(Bloom, 1998). According to Koschoreck (1998),
It is presumed that by thoroughly investigating how these various
subjectivities function in a person’s life, we might therefore be able to
understand more fully how both the hegemonic and counter-hegemonic
social forces operate to reproduce and to modify social relationships. (p.
50)
A more detailed exploration of the concept of non-unitary subjectivity (see
Chapter II) and how it served as an appropriate metaphor for understanding the

life activities of Mr. John occurs in Chapter IV of this dissertation.
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Additionally, artifact analysis was conducted on documents and artifacts
shared with the researcher by the informants. These artifacts yielded insight
regarding how this school community viewed the roles of its support staff workers
and how the perspective of leadership toward those workers evolved over the
years.

Member-checking and triangulation to validate research data as
appropriate and described by Lincoln (1985) included use of prolonged
engagement and establishment of trust with my informants, was ongoing and rich
as a variety of persons from different perspectives were solicited for their
perspective on my grandfather’s life and his contributions to this school district.
Additionally, the triangulation process revealed a number of contradictions
(actually desirable in qualitative research), and as described in chapter three,
these contradictions served to better inform and shape the direction of this
research project.

Limitations and Possibilities

The primary limitation in this research, as with all biography, is that of
attempting to write a life story posthumously. To come to the realization of the
significance of my grandfather’s contribution while he was living would have
perhaps yielded better access to even more information; however, ten years ago,
I, as researcher, was not of a mind to conduct this research. Thus, truly, this
limitation is voided because without myself, researcher as instrument, this
particular study could not be done in the same way by anyone else. | also add

not as a limitation, but as a support for multiple perspectives, that the story of Mr.
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John eleven years after his death may have magnified over that period as
persons with whom he worked realized how significant his presence had been. It
is likely the story | write today would look very different from one | might have
written ten years ago not only for that reason, but also due to my enhanced
perspective that comes with maturity.

As a feminist constructivist, | acknowledge that the very knowledge |
construct from examination of the informant conversations and interactions is
salient only as long as | recognize that at best this knowledge is always
contested and eternally partial (Lather, 1991). What | have written here will be
read, deconstructed, and reconstructed uniquely in the minds of all those who
care to read it and depending on the frame of the context in which they read it,
may also for themselves be able to construct multiple interpretations.

Once my topic was identified, | was compelled to begin the research as
soon as possible for a number of reasons. In addition to my current passion
directing the need to immerse myself in this study, the ready access to a number
of persons within my immediate geographic area who had knowledge of my
grandfather in that school district facilitated completion of the project. Finally, as
time passed, the potential for persons who had knowledge of my grandfather’'s
contribution to predecease completion of the project was a concern, and so |
began in earnest.

Significance
The singular phenomenon of my grandfather’s fifty-three year career as a

custodian in a tiny rural school district in South Texas is, in and of itself,
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noteworthy. Additionally, the fact that his contribution to the culture and mission
of that school district was volunteered to me as researcher and granddaughter,
by mere acquaintances, magnifies the essence of his contribution.

There no doubt are other persons like my grandfather, who work in
invisible roles in schools, and, by their longevity, contribute to not only the
success of those schools but to the betterment of society. It is significant that his
story be highlighted in the professional research literature as an important
resource for school leaders who in this twenty-first century society (rife with its
ills) must be made aware of the need to tap into these intangible and vital
resources for improving schools and society.

Finally, my grandfather’s story is significant for the highly visible members
of society who frequently do not see the significance of recognizing all persons in
our society who are marginalized or made invisible.

Summary
This introductory chapter has provided both a personal and an
academic rationale for this auto-ethnographic analysis of the life journey of my
grandfather, Mr. John, and the contribution he made to the school district where
he worked as a custodian for over fifty years. This chapter has outlined the
gualitative research design including the purpose, significance, method, and

limitations of this study.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The range of what we think and do is limited by what we fail to notice.

And because we fail to notice that we falil to notice, there is little we can do

to change; until we notice how failing to notice shapes our thoughts and

deeds.

Ronald Laing, 2000
Challenging Traditional Leadership Methodologies

It is important for me to notice the contribution of my grandfather, a
custodian in a rural school district, as I, 