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individuals over tirme. That is, we must understand how individuals
organize culture for themselves and others. I will suggest that one means
by which individuals organize culture is through the “stories of self”
that they express or enact in joining new social settings. I found these
stories to be key to understanding how newcomers learned in the
nonprofit conservation workplace where I recently completed an ethno-
graphic study,

Telling stories of self is here conceived as a device that mediates
changing forms of individual participation and understanding in con-
text, that is, a device that mediates learning (Lave 1993:5-6). The stories
are schemas that connect individuals to the social and cultural order,
and once performed they launch or “subjunctivize” (to borrow Jerome
Bruner’s 1986 term) an individual’s identity in a specific context. As
individuals express or enact these stories in a new setting, the stories
guide individuals’ emerging sense of who they are and how they relate
to other people and objects in the world, Others use individuals’ storics
of self to anticipate what an individual is likely to do, need, and want.
In the educational relationship between old-timers and newcomers (at
least among adults), stories oF self mediate what is of special interest to
newcomers to learn and what is made important for old-timers to teach,
Thus, telling stories of self affects how individuals learn and what they
know. Stories also can affect the cultural worlds of those who tel] them
and those who hear them. Telling stories of self in context, then, seems
one apt metaphor for an active, inventive individual in an anthropologi-
cal conception of the learner.}

The Conservation Corporation Study

Thedataldraw onwerecollected as part of an 18-month ethnographic
study in the state office of a nonprofit conservation corporation that I
call “CC."2CCis in the business of preserving the state’s biodiversity by
protecting land where species, habitats, or ecological processes are
threatened. CC provides employment for 22 people, mostly scientists,
lawyers, and fund-raisers. Not surprisingly, CC s redominantly white;
more surprising, there are about equal numbers of women and men and
a roughly equal distribution of high status positions by gender.

CC is a workplace with a sense of crowded intensity, purpose, and
urgency. Just walking in the door of the stately house that is the main
office, one immediately notices open office doors; casual dress; spaces
made cramped by room dividers, furniture, machines, books, office
supplies, and shopping bags of plant clippings. There is a]w?/s abustle
of activity as people squeeze around and over each other and the office
“furnishings.” On the walls are beautiful and sometimes-haunting na-
ture photographs and posters. Staff members seem extremely busy,
perennially “behind,” and warmly appreciative of each others’ work.
They spe supﬁortively of each other as people who “work their tails
off” to manage the various aspects of their jobs. They accept long hours,
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weekend work, all-nighters, and few opportunities for ad\_fancement or
high salaries. They are the kind of people who carry their own plates
when they walk downtown to pick up utlunches, order new office
carpeting made from recycled ketchup and soda containers, and recycle
their friends’ apple cores in compost heaps. They are also driven by a
sense that time is running out in the effort to save what remains of viable
habitats and biological resources in the state.

Despite the heavy workload, limited financial rewards, and a sense of
urgency, staff genuinely seem to like working at CC. They describe it as
a “good place to work.” In the wider conservation community and at
nearby universities, CC is also highly regarded. When I was searching
for potential sites for conducting this research project, I surveyed a
number of university scientists and environmental-agency emgloxees.
I'told them that I wasinterested ina group witha reputation for “serious
science” and approximately equal numbers of menand women employ-
ces. CC was consistently mentioned as a good choice.

My study investigated uses of science, gender relationships, and the
learning trajectories of newcomers in CC. In this article, I focus on two
young adults (Marty, a woman, and Dave, a man) who began work as
new employees in one of the science areas about nine months into my
study. I E)llowed Marty and Dave for the next four months as part of my
ongoeing study of CC. The data reported here come from observations
and interviews with them and other CC staff members during this time

(June to September, 1993).

Introducing Marty and Dave

Marty and Dave did not know each other prior to beginning their
work at CC. When | first met them (during their first month on the job),
they had spoken to each other only once briefly. Although they_workbeld
in the same program area within CC, their jobs required considerable
time “in the field” and in different parts of the state. Marty was begin-

i job as an ecologist; Dave, as a preserve manager.

m:iﬁi\]ﬁ'bﬁr:t mc.eetingl I asked each o}fJ them to “tell me the story of how
you came to work at CC.” I was initially surprised by the similarities in
what they talked about. Both had known about CC and had been
interested in working there for some time. Marty knew CC mostly from
its publications and g-om a graduate schoo! friend who glready worked
there; Dave had first heard about CCina course he took in college. After
unexpectedly discovering the job openings at CC, both were excited
about the close match between their interests and the job descriptions.
At the time, both were nean'ng completion of master’s degrees in natu;
ral-resource programs {from different universities). Both were tired 0
school and saw themselves at the end of their formal education.

Marty and Dave were thrilled to land jobs at CC, even though they
knew that the work demands would be high and the pay, low. Marty
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At[thesecond schooll, there was no graduate studenthandbook; no one knew
what you were su to do. There were no written-down rules. .. . When
I took my orals, I' didn't fait but I didn’t pass. So they decided to give me
“writtens.” Only one other person had ever taken writtens, and he had already
written 15 publications beforehand! Once again, I didn't fail, but [didn’t pass;
50 they told me to get a master’s rather than a Ph.D.

- When this happened, Marty began to worry that she could not pursue
her career goal—a job in ecology—with only an M.S. degree. Yet, she
believed that she had been mistreated in the Ph.D. program and had
some important skills to offer in such a job.*

Since then, they have all apologized for how | was treated, but it was too late.
.+ . It was all so nebulous. F; ed the envelope a lot for them. 1 petitioned to
have GIS [a computer program for large-scale geographic survey work] bem y
“research tool,” which they agreed to but then couldn’t figure out how to let
me do it., . . My advisor is supposedly an expert in landscape ecology, but
he’s never touched a computer to do GIS. 1t is true that he started a ncw
subfield and there's not many places you can go around the country to get
landscape ecology, but he does theoretical work, not techniques, for looki ng
at large ecosystems.

For Marty, her quest for a career ended with excitement and relief when
she got the CC job. She had landed the kind of job that she wanted, ata
place where she thought she could useand develop her skills and where
others were committed to the same kind of science she was.

When I read the [CC] ad, 1 thought, this would be so much fun! . .. In other
state offices [of CC) my job would likely be held by a basic scientist, a zoologist.
But this state has so much public land being used in various ways that Bill [her
supervisor) thought my applied background waould be better than a basic
scientist’s. And I've had work in landscape ecology, which CC is moving to.

She saw the job as a way to begin what she expected would be a long
working career. She ended this part of her narrative by saying, “I don't
really think [CC] wanted to hire a Ph.D. for this position, because [they]
didn’t think someone like that would stay. I plan to stay; I'm committed;
I want to stay.”

The other part of Marty’s narrative was about the miscarriage she had
just a few days before her interview for the CC job. She said:

The week of the interview I had a miscarriage. | told them [the two staff
members who interviewed her], and they were so supportive. I thought ri ﬁht
ther: This is an organization that really cares about a person, that knows that
there’s more to life than work. [ was really impressed with that. . .. Coming
from such a gender-repressive place as the {Ph.D.] program, CCis wonderful.
.. .I'venever feltmy genderwas anissue here. . .. Whenl had themiscarriage,
at first I wasn’t going to say anything [to people at CC), but then I decided to
call them and let them know.
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Marty explained that she made the call because she was upset, and she
worried that her distress might affect her interview. Bill and Kelly
interviewed her. Kelly said she had had a miscarriage, too, and that was
comforting to Marty. Bill told Marty that Ann had taken her baby with
her to the field. Marty continued:

We even discussed child care, and how Ann had taken her baby daughter on
some field trips. I couldn‘t believe that we were talking about child care during
the interview! I felt so supported, and I really wanted a supportive environ-
ment. . .. We even celebrate birthdays here—they’ve never done that in other
places I've worked!

In presenting this narrative, Marty seemed to be identifying herself as
someone who wanted to settle into a job and an organization where she
would be appreciated and sugported ina lifestyle as well asa profession.
She was excited and grateful that CC was providing her with this
opportunity. Marty’s telling of this particular story begins to give a
shape to the kind of person she is becoming in CC. _ ‘

Other features of Marty’s story were revealed in our first meeting. At
one point, I asked her about her job responsibilities and how comfortable
she felt in the job. She said:

I'm not so confident with the hikes, because you have to answer questions on
the spot. I's part of my personality to be an introvert; so I have to work on
gaining confidence in that area. . . . At Creek Preserve I had only been on the
property two days, and I had to lead my firsthike by myself. .. .It's hard being
the so-called expert.

At various times during the next weeks, Marty suggested that she was
not fully comfortable with other aspects of her job. Once she told me:

Billand  have been going out together to monitor some sites. Wegoover \’Nhat
the plants are. He takes the lead reading the transect. Then [ do it, so I'll be
comfortable later doing it on my own.

She also made an appointment with the fund-raising staff when she
realized she would be monitoring (alone) on the property of a very
wealthy landowner. She said,

I was nervous, because he’s such an important person ... and he hasn't
contributed to CC for awhile. | thought [the fund-raising staff or the executive
director] would be nervous about my meeting with him. They gave me some
tips, but no one told me what to do. .. . They told me some things to mention
if 1 had a chance, but not to worry about it. .. . [As it turned out] he was very
nice;and he's really interested in what we're doing because the land is so dear

to him.

In these examples of Marty’s discomforts, she furtheridentifies herself
as a person whg expects tct)y learn from CC and its staff. Although she
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- Like Marty, Dave seemed to be developing an identity for himself in
CC as he spoke. Davé'’s focus seemed to be on presenting himself as
someone with a long-standing interest in CC, a desire for the chance to
work there, and the capabilities to manage whatever came upon thejob.
He did not expect to receive much direct assistance from CC (although
he would have appreciated it). He did to accomplish the job with
the skills he had. Although I conducted the interview with Dave alone,
I'suspect that his presentation of self to me was similar to the one he
made to Bill. When I told Bill aboutinterviewing Dave, he offered: “He’s
a self-starter. He likes to figure out what to do on his own.”

Differences between Marty and Dave

There are many differences that might be discussed about these two
stories. They may have been prompted by differences in job conditions
made clear in early discussions with the organization. They may reflect
differences in sodal interactions or relevant cultural models associated
with gender. Rather than focus here on the sources of difference (an
important topic for another paper),  want to suggest how differences in
the way Marty and Dave construed their identities seemed to affect their
subsequent experiences in CC, that is, their cha nging forms of participa-
tion in the organization,

One consequential difference was in the way they related their school
experiences to their work at CC. Dave presented himself as someone
who took his experiences in graduate school asa sign that he had learned
all he could from schoo}, that it was time to leave school behind and
move on to the next stage, his career. Marty, in contrast, presented
herself as someone who saw school as asite that had let her down, where
its lack of supportiveness was an obstacle to her career development.
Dave approached CC with the confidence that he could handle the job,
if they gave him a chance. Marty approached with the concern that she
might not be fully prepared.

Implications for Future Learning

+ Hypothetically, the identities Marty and Dave projected could be
expected to affect what learning opportunities they look for and take
within the organization. My observations suggest that Marty's and
Dave’s learning trajectories did become different. Over the next few
rhonths, Marty asked for and received considerable training from Bill 7
As time passed, she took on more responsibilities after first reviewing
them with him. Dave, in contrast, did not expect help, and he did not ge:
much. Bill, who might have spent time with Dave as he did with Marty,
told me that he faced the choice of training Dave or going on vacation.
He chose vacation, saying he thought Dave would be able to manage on
his own. Dave did manage in some extraordinary ways. By the'end of
the summer, he had overseen the construction of a six-mile trail, inter-
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preted the preserve for hundreds of visitors and potential donors, and
contributed advice about the preserve to others on the CCstaff.

Further, by the end of my study, sharp differences had emerged in the
skills Marty and Dave demonstrated and the identities they embodied.
For example, one day in Jate September I participated in seed harvesting
at Canyon Preserve. Both Marty and Dave happened to be there that
day. was very precise and methodical in what she told the public
about Canyon; she appeared to stop and think before answering ques-
tions. She never tried to guess an answer, and as far as I could tell, she
was always accurate. Dave, in contrast, was quick and eager to please in
answering the questions posed to him. In the process he sometimes
misspoke or was inaccurate. What is important about these differences
is what they reveal about what each person was learning to do well at
CC. The following excerpts from my field notes provide a glimpse of the
differences.

Marty was very preciseindescribing to the volunteer harvesters a “seed bank”
study being conducted at Canyon. She said, “You collect a set amount o{ sqll
from the surface, and then at regular depths. Then you grow the soil in
controlied Jaboratory conditions and record the plant spedies that you find.
The scientific question is: ‘What's in the soil?’ The answer provides a baseline
for us to usc if later we decide to burn an area like this—which we might do
to encourage the native grasses, such as big bluestem, the eriginal grass of the
tall grass prairie.” Marty explained, “We know that the tall grass was burned
frequently in its original state. For that reason, the seed dxdn_t‘need to rermnain
in the soil for lon% periods of time. [Fire reduces competition from other
species.] The seed bank study isn’t showing much [dormant seed], which is
really what you'd expect. The results mean that we can’t just bum and have
the tall grass come back; we have to reseed, whid_x is the"reason we are
collecting seeds today from the few stands that are still here.” ...

When we first arrived, Dave excitedly told us that he'd be providing lunch
along the trail, that he was going into town now to get it, and would wheel-
barrow it out to a lunch spot wﬁere our group [seed harvesters for CC and
members of a local horticultural society out to see the preserve (and hopefully
to donate money)] would meet up with 39 volunteers who were building trail
today. Later, when we arrived at the lunch spot, there was no lunch and, at
first, no Dave. Then he arrived to announce that there was no way to 'get the
food to this spot. Later, when someone asked for a sandwich, he said they
were for the trai] builders, and he was reluctant to give them out to anyone
else. Then, he quickly noted that he did have some cookies available, which
he rushed to o%er. . .

Along the hike to the cabin, Marty referred all questions about the preserve
to Dave, then found herself correcting him. At one point, he talked about the
CC-owned land boundary being about “100 acres” below the cabin. Marty
said, “You mean 100 feet or 100 yards?” Dave: “Oh, yeah, 100 yards is hoat 1
mean.” Then less than five minutes later he said thatresearchon thecabinwas
being done by the “horticultural society.” Marty offered: “You mean the
historical society?” For a moment he seemed a bit confused. Then hesaid, “Oh,
Imean the archaeological society.” When asked what they were finding, Dave
said he wasn't sure.
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organization. In these ways, Marty’s and Ann's stories can be viewed as
having small but potentially consequential effects on the cultural system
in which they are working.

Discussion

Stories haveattracted the attention of a few anthropologists interested

in learning.* Dorothy Holland and Debra Skinner (1987), for example,
found (counter to their expectation based on cognitive-structure analy-
sis) that attribute lists of gender types elicited from men and women
about the world of romantic relationships were insufficient to summa-
rize how their respondents were speaking or thinking about the cultural
world of romance. To explain gender types to the researchers, respon-
dents put the gender types into stories, tﬁereby revealing characteristic
behaviors, intentions, beliefs, and disruptions. Holland and Skinner
realized that “the respondents were thinking of the types in terms of
social dramas rather than single attributes” (1987:87). Their findings
suggest that knowledge of sodal types is not learned or remembered in
terms of attributes but in terms of stories.
- In'a 1991 report of a study of Alcoholics Anonymous, Carole Cain
argues that becoming a full-f{edged member of the group means losing
one’s old identity and acquiring a new one. Fundamenta! to the new
jdentity is learning to tell one’s personal story in terms of a specific AA
story structure. Cain writes:

As [the drinker] learns the AA story structure, he [learns] to see the events
and experiences of his own life as evidence for alcoholism. He learns to put
his own events and experiences into an AA story, and thus learns to tell, and
to understand, his own life as an AA story, He reinterprets his own past, from
the understanding he once had of himself as a normal drinker, to the under-
standing he now has of himself as an alcoholic. [Cain 1991:233]

Sharon Traweek, in her studgoof hiﬁh-ﬂlﬁ'g)f physicists (1988), dem-
onstrates that the progression from pilgrim to experienced scientist can
bedivided into five stages marked by the expression or telling of distinct
moral tales. As the new physicists begin their journey through graduate
school and beyond, they are told and then come to tell themselves
characteristic stories of what kind of people succeed and fail as physi-
cists. These stories serve as guides to individual actions, goals, and
interpretations.

' Charlotte Linde has recently analyzed the personal, social, and cul-
tural “work” that telling a story does (1990). She argues that stories
create continuity over time, affirm.social relationships, and illuminate
the “good” selt, that is, the moral value of self. Jerome Bruner has
described them as launchings of “possible worlds in which action,
thought, and self-definition are permissible (or desirable)” (1986:66).

© Sara Harkness and her colleagues (Harkness et al. 1992) reveal these
processes in more detail. Harkness, Super, and Keefer studied first-time
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parents, propelled intoa new context in which they must work to fashion
an identity. The parents in the study initiated this identity formation
process by telling stories about their children to others. The stories
referenced three domains: recollections of the parents’ upbringing (posi-
tive and negative elements); concerns derived from their informal con-
versations with other parents; and the information they gained from
reading or listening to child-rearing experts. Using elements from the
three domains, new parents projected models of appropriate parent
behavior and relationship with the child. A model gave the parents a
way to think about themselves and to organize their child-rearing
behavior for awhile, until some perceived change in the child, them-
selves, or what they were hearing from others created the need fora new
model. In this sense, Harkness et al. described individuals actively and
productively “organizing culture” for themselves and those around
them. From the particulars of individuals’ interpretations of their pre-
vious and present experiences, in conjunction with their interpretation
of the received wisdom of others, new mothers and fathers formulated
stories of parenthood. As parents expressed their stories, they estab-
lished a conceptual frame that was in turn embodied materially in their
interactions with their child and other caregivers. Harkness and her
colleagues found that story commonalities derived from the labels and
categories used, shared drcumstances of parenting, and expert advice.
Differences arose from interpretations of background experiences.

In a similar way, CC newcomers contributed to forming themselves
into possible selves within the organization as they interpreted their past
and present personal experiences for me and the CC audience. The
claims that they publicly made about themselves had consequences for
how they learned (e.g., from whom, for what reasons) and what they
came to know (e.g., to demonstrate, to be recognized for).

Incomplexsodeties, entering new situations or statuses oftenrequires
that individuals identify themselves anew, both to themselves and for
others. In the Cain and Traweek examples, the process of identification
entailed the gradual reformulation of the story of one’s past self into a
new story of self consistent with the organization’s “party line.” For new
parents in the Harkness et al. study, identification was an ongoing
process of telling “appropriate” stories of self and child by deft use of
existing cultural categories, social norms, and personal experiences. For
Marty and Dave, identification occurred as the stories they told pro-
pelled them into spedific trajectories of learning.

Thus, telling stories about self is not only a way to demonstrate
membership in a group or to claim an identity within it. Telling stories
about self is also a means of becoming; a means by which an individual
helps to shape and project identities in social and cultural spaces; and a
way of thinking about learning that requires the individual to be active,
as well as sodally and culturally responsive.



