
Learning and life stories: 
Narrative inquiry in the 

classroom and fieldwork setting 

Dr Geraldine Perriam and Dr Cheryl McGeachan 

School of Geographical & Earth Sciences 

University of Glasgow 



Narrative inquiry and teaching geography 

People are always tellers of  tales. 

They live surrounded by their stories and 

The stories of  others; they see everything 

That happens to them through those stories 

And they try to live their lives as  

If  they were recounting them  

(Sartre, Words, 1964). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Story is the very stuff  of  teaching, the 

landscape within which we live as teachers and 

researchers, and within which the work of  

teachers can be seen as making sense’ (Elbaz, 

1991, p.3).  



Example 1: Tales from the Archive 

Class Exercise: 

 

To bring to class one item from your own 

personal archive to discuss with the group. Each 

group to collect their archival items and to hand 

them to the next group for investigation. In 

groups, discuss the items that you have in 

relationship to thinking in more depth about the 

politics of  the archive.   

Example from student H’s notebook 

(Historical Geographies, 2013) 



‘It was fascinating looking into other people’s lives and trying to figure out the circumstances in which 

they were made. Felt like I was in The Killing … I was annoyed as I forgot my original document that I 

planned to take and I was excited about sharing it … I was torn between bringing in a letter from a close 

friend or a group travel diary from when I went to South America[.] I chose the latter as I felt it was less 

personal than the letter. I would have felt more self-conscious about the letter although I was still quite 

aware that at certain parts of  the travel diary there were specific anecdotes about me. [A]lthough 

humorous I still felt quite self-aware’ (Megan, Historical Geographies, 2013). 

 

 

 

‘At first when passing my document to my own group I felt fine about explaining to them the reasons 

behind it, etc. But then being told that it would be passed to another group I felt panic – then I realised 

it was no big deal. Yes I knew some of  the people in the other group, so they would see my name on the 

document and know it was mine – other people who I didn’t know were looking at my document and I 

could see/hear them wondering and evaluating it. This in turn made me curious as to what they thought 

about the document’ (Siobhan, Historical Geographies, 2013). 



Example 2: Narrating journeys  

‘We all met outside the Wolfson Medical building to 

begin our Riverside Adventure.  

It was a bitter, bitter day and I was running 5 

minutes late. Sorry about that lads. As fit young 

individuals we decided to walk instead of  [use] 

public transport. It took approximately 30 minutes. 

Once there, it was nice to get a heat and we began 

by turning left into a Victorian cobble street where 

we past out first point of  interest – The Old 

Subway … We then worked our way around the 

ground floor displays; playing with the interactive 

motorbike display and listening to the tales of  

George Parsonage (Student A, Historical 

Geographies, 2013). 
Example from student L’s notebook (Historical 

Geographies, 2013) 
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