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INTRODUCTION

This article is premised on the belief  that classrooms ought to honor 
the different ways of  knowing of  all the children who enter them. As eloquently 
articulated by long-term educator Patricia Carini:1

Sameness is antipathetic to humanness. … Reflecting with others, I 
am reminded that conformity, uniformity, standardization—
everything that marches stiff-legged in narrow lines—endan-
gers the species.2  

Protecting both humanity and individual humans, we must recognize 
each person’s approach. In addressing this claim, I first argue that contemporary 
education tends to require children to assimilate to a pre-determined norm.3 
In exploring alternatives to this model, I put forth Claudia Ruitenberg’s work 
on hospitality as a robust vision of  education that honors each human.4 I then 
offer an illustration of  how student teachers might be supported in cultivating 
a stance of  hospitality. 

ASSIMILATION AND HOSPITALITY

William Ayers captures the moment that Ashley, a child labeled with 
a disability enters the classroom for the first time.5 The language is less than 
welcoming. Ayers refers to Ashley as “a particular challenge” for the teacher, 
Michele.6 Michele describes bringing Ashley into the classroom as “an experi-
ment” and she confides: “Sometimes I think it’s not going to work because the 
demands of  the classroom are too great. Other times I think it will work, and 
everyone will benefit.”7 Although Michele is compassionate and affectionate, 
Ashley is presented to her classmates as “slower,” and much of  her behavior 
is characterized as disruptive.8 Ashley is positioned as both other and lesser.
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Michele reflects: “It may work out with Ashley … Sometimes I see her 
using an area of  the room the way I’d planned for it to be used, or I see her 
respond to something simple and direct, and I get goose bumps. We’ll see.”9 
Ashley’s right to the classroom appears to depend on her ability to “us[e]” it “the 
way” that Michele “planned for it to be used.” In not conforming to plans set 
by others, Ashley is a source of  frequent frustration for Michele, her classmates, 
and even her father. When Michele refers to the ways in which “everyone will 
benefit,” it appears that Ashley will “benefit” from being more like others. The 
others will “benefit” by developing a compassionate approach to Ashley. 

Published in 1989, Ayers documents a classroom at the forefront of  
the movement for inclusive education. Yet despite policy changes that mandate 
inclusion, and programs of  study devoted to a model that honors difference, the 
pressure for children to assimilate to a narrow classroom norm still dominates 
the approach to learning differences.10 

One compelling response against assimilation is for a space apart, an 
“asylum,” from the society and typical classroom in which difference becomes 
the norm.11 I recognize the need for such spaces in which difference is normal-
ized and protected and appreciate this call. Yet I am skeptical of  the metaphor 
of  the asylum. Attempts to reclaim the word “asylum” do not just carry the 
baggage of  othering, but a dehumanizing othering at that.12 

Instead, a space that not only provides for but also honors difference 
ought to be the educational and societal norm.13 A better name for this space 
might be “home.”14 Using this metaphor, Ruitenberg advocates for hospitality 
in which the teacher acts as host for those who enter the classroom. Invoking 
the Jewish Passover tradition of  leaving an empty chair for Elijah, Ruitenberg 
calls on the teacher to keep open space in the classroom for whoever may 
enter. Drawing on a framework of  decentered subjectivity, Ruitenberg argues 
that identities are not fixed but instead grow in response to each other. With 
hospitality, one is not only physically allowed in the classroom, but also allowed 
the right to influence the educational space. 

Ruitenberg distinguishes hospitality from inclusive education, arguing 
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that inclusion demands that the student conform to the space already there.15 I 
hold onto the term inclusion but use it to refer to a commitment to hospitality. 
Within this model, I call for a conception of  difference that assumes there is 
no normal and, in doing so, does not label certain people as exceptional.16 

Incomprehensibility, I argue, is far more individualized than labels 
of  “diagnosed” disability imply. Elementary school teacher-researcher, Karen 
Gallas, for example, provides a compelling look into her initial resistance and 
anger towards students who tend to be empowered in our society: academically 
strong, white, middle-class boys. In her powerful and raw text, Gallas shares 
how she allows her community and herself  to grow through these boys.17 

Moving away from labels not only sidesteps the preconceived assump-
tions that come with them but also affords each child the right to differences. In 
a poignant poem titled, “For My Niece Sidney, Age Six,” Amy Gerstler writes of:

the tyranny of  the word

“normal”—its merciless sway over those

of  us bedeviled and obsessed, 

hopeless at school dances, repelled by 

mothers’ suffocating hugs, yet entranced

by foul smelling chemistry experiments, 

eager to pass sleepless nights seeking

rhymes for “misspent” and “grimace.”18

Although Gerstler speaks of  her niece’s widely adored brother who “fits into the 
happy category of  souls mostly at home/in the world,”19  “mostly” suggests that 
even for those in this rare group, the sense of  “at home” is partial. Even those 
who superficially conform are also oppressed by the narrow view of  normal. 

Hospitality does not demand that the host forsake self-preservation 
to accept all elements of  another. Ruitenberg is firm that the host cannot be 
hospitable if  she or her home has been fully “surrender[ed]” to another.20 Illus-
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trating this, Gallas neither pushes her students towards conformity nor simply 
cultivates free expression. Instead, in her class everyone must find ways to work 
well together.21 It is important to note that while the teacher sets the tone, the 
children often lead the way with clues as to how to access particular students.22 

Examples of  hospitality in education are rare but certainly exist. The 
Boy Who Would be a Helicopter serves as a book-length illustration in which early 
childhood educator and author, Vivian Paley helps build a home in her class-
room for one child who initially struggled to engage with others.23 The child’s 
different way of  knowing is portrayed as a gift that expands the community 
and the teacher’s way of  thinking. 

Yet, in advocating that teachers see difference as an opportunity, I 
am sympathetic that hospitality poses challenges.24 Calling for an educational 
climate that allows for all to be counted is especially ambitious given current 
narrow standards for development and restricted curricula.25 Further, as Gallas 
experienced with her successful, white, middle-class boys sometimes a student 
or students may feel threatening to a particular teacher, making opening the 
door challenging.26 In writing of  Michele, Ayers depicts a teacher who seeks to 
honor each student. Assessing her work with Ashley, Michele humbly confesses, 
“I don’t know. I’m just learning.”27 Michele needs help, not sanctions. In this 
article I look into what this help could be.

HOSPITALITY WITH STUDENT TEACHERS

Methodology

Carini intentionally pairs generalized arguments with stories. Reflecting 
on this approach, she writes: 

I now insert another story. A particularized story. A story 
of  a particular child. I do this to animate story and mem-
ory, to give weight to being. I tell this one story to call into 
your minds your particularized world, your particularized 
stories. I do this purposefully to spill the vivid colors of  the 
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particular life, the particular world over the deathly grays of  
generalization and classification, those neutralized hues that 
paint humanness impersonally, and the human world flat.28

The particular story combats the tendency to look at the world through gen-
eralities. Providing a story is a call to the reader to honor the uniqueness of  
each human. 

In focusing on the individual, I too turn my investigation to the hap-
penings in one classroom. As with Gallas and Paley, I include myself  in the 
drama. Drawing on educational thinkers, philosophers, and poets for analysis 
represents an intersection of  texts and practice. 

Specifically, this article will explore my supervision of  two student 
teachers, Mia and Natasha,29 who were placed in the same public school class-
room during different semesters. I focus on our work as we expanded our un-
derstanding to include seven-year old Thomas. In zooming in on the particular 
child, Thomas, we cultivated an outlook that could be applied to all children. 

I observed Mia and Natasha five times each. In addition to oral and 
written feedback on lessons, they wrote and then received detailed comments 
on weekly logs and journal entries. This article draws on my written responses 
to their work. To stay close to the original pedagogy, I’ve left my responses 
un-edited. 

I have chosen my work with Mia and Natasha because of  their com-
mitment to inclusion and the challenges Thomas posed to this commitment. 
Thomas had my attention from the first observation, and I grappled throughout 
the year with how I would support him if  he were my student. My role was 
therefore not as expert but as a fellow inquirer. Bright, hard-working, kind, and 
open-minded, Mia and Natasha’s difficulties speak to the challenge of  hospitality.  

Drawing on Difference

Paley notes how particular children draw the eye, commenting: 

I began my experience in Annie Olsen’s kindergarten watching 
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Eli and Marianne, confident children who are at ease in the 
practice of  being a child. But my thoughts now revolve around 
Stanley, whose practice in the matter is far less understood.30

Throughout this text and her opus more broadly, Paley documents her work 
with children who grabbed her attention.31 In her commitment to all children, 
her eyes land both on children who “are at ease” and those whose “practice in 
the matter is far less understood.” 

Thomas “dr[e]w the eye[s]” of  Mia and Natasha from the first days of  
their placements. Mia immediately warmed to Thomas and was committed to 
improving his experience. In her first journal, Natasha was baffled and fright-
ened by Thomas. He had hit her on the first day they worked together. She also 
worried that the cooperating teachers were too permissive with him. In my first 
observation, when Thomas started speaking to Natasha, she redirected him to do 
his work. In response, he stopped speaking, got out of  his chair, and wandered. 

In response to Natasha’s first journal, I wrote: 

There is a lot going on in your placement. You are asking 
questions and observing behaviors that are challenging to 
all teachers, not just new teachers, and figuring out how to 
meet some children’s needs can be challenging. I have never 
had a class where there wasn’t one child who took me a very 
long time to figure out.32 Each year this child (and sometimes 
there was more than one) challenged me to redefine what I 
believed about teaching and classrooms and to change the 
structure and community in my class in serious ways. Just as 
Alexander pushed me to reevaluate how I taught writing,33 I 
had two other children that year who made me completely 
change how I was thinking about community. I think the 
challenge is to stay open, to not blame yourself  when a child 
is struggling in your classroom, but, at the same time, to think 
about what might be setting them off. 

Using the word “challenge” four times, I acknowledged the difficulty of  hos-
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pitality. I first affirmed Natasha and her cooperating teachers’ frustration, and 
closed with the assurance that the teacher ought not to “blame [her]self.” I 
emphasized that “all teachers” including me have students they struggle with. 

As it frames my approach to hospitality, I share another 
lengthy response, this time to Mia: 

I can’t speak to methods that will work or won’t without 
knowing the child but here are some attitudes that have 
helped me with similar children: 

1. He may not make sense to us but there’s a good chance 
he makes sense to himself. There is a logic to his actions, 
quite likely, but we don’t know the logic and it doesn’t fit with 
ours. For whatever reason, he has having trouble fitting his 
world into our world. 

2. So, one of  my primary guiding practices is that if  a child 
isn’t fitting into my world then something about my com-
munity isn’t quite working … It took me two years with 
one child to change my classroom world so that he could 
be a part of  it and this change went two ways - we worked 
towards each other. 

3. So how is this achieved - studying the child and the com-
munity? Where are the breakdowns? What isn’t working? 
Where does the child connect? Where is he trying to connect? 

In summation, one must first take a stance of  openness. Second, look for clues 
into the child’s way of  knowing, and, third, reshape one’s thinking and practice 
to include the child’s approach. The remainder of  this article will explore how 
Mia, Natasha, and I took these three steps over the course of  the semester.

A Stance of  Openness 

Thomas’ cries, comments, and movement were unpredictable, often 
out of  touch with those around him, and appeared random. This, as much as 
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his yelling and kicking, seemed to make people nervous. 

Ludwig Wittgenstein writes: “Not that I could describe the system 
of  these convictions. Yet, my convictions do form a system, a structure.”34 
Assuming that Thomas had a “system,” I had written to Mia: “there’s a good 
chance he makes sense to himself. There is a logic to his actions, quite likely, 
but we don’t know the logic and it doesn’t fit with ours.” The articulate adult 
philosopher Wittgenstein could not “describe” the system. This suggests that 
the child would likely be unable to render his structure intelligible. 

Trouble arises when someone cannot describe her system and it is so 
drastically different as to be almost unrecognizable to the community. Again, 
Wittgenstein is eloquent on this point:

We all believe that it isn’t possible to get to the moon; but 
there might be some people who believe that that is possible 
and that it sometimes happens. We say: these people do not 
know a lot that we know. And, let them be never so sure of  
their belief—they are wrong and we know it.35  

Within a system of  logic, a given outcome can completely contradict another’s 
thinking. Because our way of  thinking is invested in certain understandings, 
one response to these differences is to dismiss another for “not know[ing] a 
lot that we know.” Even with the best intentions, a belief  can be so contrary to 
expectations, as walking on the moon was for Wittgenstein, that it is completely 
inaccessible.  

Carini writes that observing requires “trust that what I am attending 
to makes sense; that it isn’t a merely accidental or chance event. To discover 
the subject’s coherence and how it persists in the world, I have deliberately 
to shift my own perspective in relation to it.”36 One must suspend one’s own 
understanding to assume that there is coherence to each person’s perceptions 
and perspective. In the next section, I share a way of  suspending assumptions. 

Making Visible: Description and Story
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Wittgenstein writes: “Pretensions are a mortgage which burdens a 
philosopher’s capacity to think.”37 Substituting “teacher” for “philosopher,” 
these pretensions interfere with the ability to think about and therefore act in 
a child’s best interest. Specifically, labeling children with a diagnosed disability 
or with comments like “good student” limits the way that the child is perceived 
and perceives himself.38 

For Carini, description within a community provides the means of  
unburdening oneself  of  pretensions. She writes: 

describing, I pause, pausing, attend … Describing requires 
that I not rush to judgment or conclude before I have looked. 
Describing makes room for something to be fully present 
… I have to set aside familiar categories for classifying or 
generalizing.39

For something to be “fully present,” it must emerge beyond the labels. Through 
the slow-moving process of  description one gives “the subject time to speak, 
to show itself.”40

To this end, I spent time observing and then describing Thomas for my 
student teachers. Sometimes I would watch for a few minutes and jot down ev-
erything he did. I tried to present Thomas without evaluation. As I wrote to Mia: 

I see a child who desperately wants to be a part of  things (he 
calls out constantly, he tries to engage other students), but 
who is also angry at the thing he wants to be a part of  (he 
disrupts lessons, is aggressive towards teachers, sat with his 
ears covered while other children shared yesterday, makes a 
point of  saying what he already knows … ). So, I would study 
him to see, where is he smiling? Where is he falling apart? 
Just watch even without helping. I would be very intrigued to 
see what happened between him trying to comfort another 
frustrated child yesterday during the drawing assignment and 
when he scribbled all over his paper and erased his work. 
What was the breaking point?
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If  you want to keep engaging this question, feel free to send 
me some more observations and questions about him and I 
will be happy to think about it some more … 

In suggesting that Mia “just watch without helping” and maintain an inquiry 
stance, I put forth observing and questioning as crucial habits of  teaching.  

Another way of  seeing is through refraction. Paley writes: “The anecdotal 
history of  one group of  children suddenly brings to mind other extraordinary 
characters who changed my perceptions of  life in a classroom.”41 In addition 
to describing Thomas, I used stories to try to help the students consider his 
perceptions. In one instance, I told Natasha about an older student who was 
attracted to the Victorians because of  their reputation for stoicism. This student 
found it hard to read people’s emotions and liked the idea of  a culture where 
emotions were avoided. 

Acknowledging the challenges of  hospitality, I opened this response 
by affirming Natasha’s “interesting work” and “serious thinking.” I then shared 
the story to expand upon this thinking. Beyond repeating the word “interesting” 
after sharing the story, I resisted adding my thinking, hoping the story would 
launch Natasha’s own thoughts. 

Re-visioning

A helpful commonality across the literature on the “asylum”42 and 
Ruitenberg’s work43 is that one can neither fully know another nor even oneself. 
Curriculum cannot be fixed because we cannot foresee who students will be.44 
In maintaining this openness, I wrote to Mia: “I can’t speak to methods that 
will work or won’t without knowing45 the child.” 

Even when one does have a relationship with the child, flexibility is 
necessary as the child continues to develop beyond expectations. As I wrote 
to Mia: “All good questions. Try stuff. See if  it works. Then try again. Trust 
your instinct. The fact that he trusts you shows how well you are handling the 
situation.” The constant is the relationship. Within this safe relationship, there 
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is room to experiment. 

 

BENEFITS OF HOSPITALITY

Foremost, with inclusion, the health and happiness of  the individual 
student is at stake. Thomas was often screaming and thrashing in the hallway. 
In this way, he literally stood outside the community and his vocalizations 
were reduced to incomprehensible noise. The inability to master something 
others did easily often precipitated his screams. Thomas’ teachers, classmates, 
and student teachers worked to understand Thomas and to draw on his many 
strengths. When this happened, Thomas appeared markedly happier and was 
able to join in the learning. 

In her last journal, Natasha rejoiced in Thomas’ increased comfort 
with her and said she would miss him most of  all. In responding to Natasha’s 
final journal I wrote:

Certainly the kids in my teaching who made me the most 
upset also pushed me the most to grow and ultimately I think 
of  them with the most affection. I also want to note that 
your journals started and ended with him – the initial journal 
expressing anxiety and frustration and this one compassion 
and affection.  What a great opportunity to get to know 
a child in this way.  

Linking my growth as a classroom teacher to her current situation, I hoped to 
encourage Natasha to embrace a stance of  open learning in response to students. 
In hosting a student with an unfamiliar perspective, the teacher must grow to 
incorporate that perspective.46 

Carini writes, “in ways subtle and bold they [babies] announce them-
selves as active players in the worlds making and remaking.”47 We are dependent 
on each individual being able to express himself  to keep the world revitalized. 
Whereas not all children resist the norms passionately, all children benefit when 
norms are resisted and the common world is broadened. Hospitality has the 
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potential to enrich and protect everyone’s experience.48 
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