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ABSTRACT
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CHAPTER 1
SETTING SCENE FOR ACTION

Background Information
I am a lecturer in the Vocational and Industrial Training Board (VITB) in Singapore. The VITB is a statutory board that has 15 training institutes and runs trade and business studies courses for trainees, who are not academically inclined, to equip them with useful skills. I belong to the Instructor Training Division of the VITB and my responsibilities include conducting initial and in-service training for the training staff of the VITB and short courses for industry trainers (Appendix A). As a lecturer, I was expected to engage in research activities, which explains my interest in action research.

I first came across the term “action research” when I was browsing through the Singapore Journal of Education (SJE) 1990 just shortly before I left for my studies in the UK. The focus of the SJE on action research was indeed timely and excitedly I read the guest editorial by Dr Ho Wah Kam on “Action research in the school setting” and Dr Sim Wong Kooi’s presidential address on “Towards prioritizing, orchestrating and evaluating action research in Singapore” to find out more about the subject. I decided then to take up all three modules offered in the masters programme: Action Research 1 and 2, and Quantitative Research.

When I first met Jack Whitehead, the tutor for the Action Research module 1 in a group of MEd students, I was asked to talk briefly about myself. Since he was in “research” I decided to tell him about a research study which a colleague and I had conducted on “Trainees’ perception of an effective trainer” in the VITB. I described how we collected and analysed data from a sample group of about 800 trainees using questionnaires and statistical tests. To this day, I can still recall the strange expression on his face that had puzzled me then. Little did I know that quantitative research and action research were poles apart.

By the time I started on this dissertation, I had completed two modules on Action Research over a period of 20 weeks and had submitted two assignments which showed the stages of my educational development and my struggle to reconcile conflicting theories, beliefs and feelings in the quest to find the true meaning of action research. The decision to write a dissertation in action research stemmed from the work I had put into those two assignments. I had wanted to explore action research in greater detail to get a thorough understanding of its theory and practice so that I would be competent in carrying out this type of research in future.

The Objective of this Dissertation     

This dissertation is intended to be a preliminary effort to prepare for the introduction of action research as a legitimate way of doing educational research to improve the quality of training in the VITB. I write this dissertation with a particular audience in mind. These are my colleagues whom I hope will give me their support and be persuaded to use action research to improve the quality of their own practice and the practice of other trainers, the Divisional Director of Instructor Training whose blessings I would need to embark on any research endeavour, the training staff of the VITB who are willing to become action researchers, the training managers and heads of department whose understanding and support would be invaluable to the training staff who have chosen to do action research and last but not least, the Human Resource Development Division whose confidence has to be won over so that time and resources can be channelled to staff development through action research activities.

Building this Dissertation     

I liken the writing of this dissertation to Dewey’s(1934) vision of how a cathedral in medieval times was built. He says:

 “Probably the esthetic quality of medieval cathedrals is due in some measure to the fact that their constructions were not so much controlled by plans and specifications made in advance as is now the case. Plans grew as the building grew…. Every work of art follows the plan of, and pattern of, a complete experience, rendering it more intensely and concentratedly felt.”

I am like the medieval builder in that I have an overall plan. I have an outline to guide me in my writing and I hope to develop this dissertation into a work of art. It will contain what I know about action research, what I have truly understood about it and the thoughts and emotions embedded within the walls of the dissertation. Feelings, contrary to accepted belief, are vital even in a work such as this that is carried out purely as an academic exercise because:

“Without emotion, there may be craftsmanship, but not art; it may be present and be intense, but if is not directly manifested the result is also not art.”

 (Ibid.)  

My dissertation will start with the differences between the traditional way of doing educational research and action research in education. I will explore the arguments for action research as an alternative way of generating educational knowledge and focus on one specific way doing action research which is the one based on the concept of research as generating living educational theories. I shall evolve a set of criteria for judging the validity of action research accounts and apply these criteria to a few case-studies. My intention in doing this is to test the claim of the action research movement that it is the better alternative in contributing worthwhile knowledge to education. It is the final stage in my educational development onto new grounds, I do not have hypotheses to test, only discoveries to be made in this dissertation.

Convention dictates that dissertations should be written in a particular style. The use of the first person is to be avoided and the structure has to consist of three main parts - the introduction, the development and the conclusion. I abide by convention where the basic structure is concerned because I believe that it facilitates coherence of thoughts and expression. I break convention, as others in the field of action research have done, by generously sprinkling the pronoun ’I’ all over the pages of the text because I believe that is the only way to communicate genuinely and effectively with my audience. I do not just want my audience to read my dissertation dispassionately and objectively. I want them to feel that it is a human being talking about her experience, knowledge and feelings and I want them to respond as human beings - with genuine feelings.

Gathering the Necessary Courage 

Because action research is a way of doing research in education using qualitative rather than quantitative methods - and this is a very simplistic description - it is still in the process of fighting a long battle to establish itself as the logical and worthwhile way of doing research in education as opposed to the traditional methods which draw on statistical techniques to generate knowledge. I have come from a work environment where the word “research” refers to a very specialized field where experts abound and the ability to understand statistical terms and methods is the passport into a world where researchers, usually university academics, do studies on people and generate significant results that are then published for ordinary folks like teachers to learn something from. Action research upsets the status quo by suggesting that teachers should:

 “challenge the view that research is the prerogative of academics and demonstrate the value of research conducted from within the classroom.”


(Lomax, 1989)

Moreover, in action research the researcher can dispense with statistical methods and use instead personal wisdom, experience and collaborative effort to make sense of data. This data can be collected through field notes, audio tape recording, diaries, interviews and discussion, video tape recording, questionnaires, sociometry, documentary evidence, slide/tape photography and case-studies (McNiff, 1988). It had taken me a long time to accept this idea of teachers doing research without having to use a single statistical formula.

From the first session of the MEd module of Action Research 1 to the handing up of my second assignment for Action Research 2, it was a turbulent journey during which I had to contain several “fight or flight” moments. At this point in my educational development, having invested so much of my time, energy and thoughts on Action Research over the past 8 months, I am supportive of this new movement in educational research. However, to be really an action researcher in heart and mind, one needs commitment – possibly of a lifetime.

Given that my feelings about action research were still tentative, I was deeply affected when someone whose job was related to education told me that action research was a “load of rubbish”. I had felt anger. I was angry with him for indirectly condemning what I had believed in. I was angry with myself for being influenced for a short while by his remark to feel that perhaps I had made the wrong choice in doing a dissertation in a field that is radically different from what is acceptable to academics. I spent some time thinking about my anger to extinguish its fire and to get peace of mind again to get started on my dissertation. I had to dissect the workings of my own mind and it was in Ferruci (1982) that I found the answer I was looking for. Ferruci considers that the greatest benefit of mental development is the “birth of independent thinking”. He says:

“In a world of prejudice and rampant irrationality, of opinion manipulation and standardized attitudes, of ideological indoctrination and occult persuasion, nothing is more needed than an independent, critical, and clear mind.”

The person who was disdainful of action research was only expressing a standardised attitude. I should be confident of who I am, value my own experiences and believe in myself. Most of all, I have the ability to think independently. In addition, the world has different realities for different people (Rogers, 1980). The person who spoke disparagingly of action research was entitled to his opinion. I had thought of meeting him again to find out why his attitude was such but I was not sure if this person was prepared to learn about my reality through conversation to explore and come to accept my reality:

“instead of shutting out the realities of others as absurd or dangerous or heretical or stupid…”


(Rogers, 1980)

Should that have happened, I would at least have had the blessing and encouragement of one more person in trying to accomplish a difficult endeavour – writing a dissertation on a controversial topic. As I have said earlier, this dissertation in as much as it is a document with a purpose to inform my chosen audience of what action research is and what it involves, will also serve as documentary evidence of my personal growth and orientation – both of intellect and emotions – towards a kind of research that is based on the underlying wisdom of Maxwell (1984):

“The central task of inquiry is to devote reason to the enhancement of wisdom – wisdom being understood here as the desire, the active endeavour, and the capacity to discover and achieve what is desirable and of value in life, both for oneself and for others. Wisdom includes knowledge and understanding but goes beyond them in also including: the desire and active striving for what is of value, the ability to see what is of value, actually and potentially, in the circumstances of life, the ability to experience value, the capacity to help realize what is of value for oneself and for others, the capacity to use and develop knowledge, technology and understanding as needed for the realization of value. Wisdom, like knowledge, can be conceived of, not only in personal terms. We can thus interpret the philosophy of wisdom as asserting: the basic task of rational inquiry is to help us develop wiser ways of living, wiser institutions, customs and social relations, a wiser world.” 

Educational Research – A Personal Viewpoint

A definition of research that we are familiar with is the one given by Mouly, (1978):

“Research is best conceived as the process of arriving at dependable solutions to problems through the planned and systematic collection, analysis, and interpretation of data.”

This definition calls to mind the following words which I would normally associate with research: experimental and control groups, sample, variables, validity, reliability, questionnaire, survey, correlation, Chi-square, treatment, observation, hypothesis-testing, theory. I am sure that you share the same concept here. Why is this so? The one obvious reason is there is only one reality that we have been familiar with so far – that worthwhile knowledge can only be generated through scientific methods.

We have been relying on the scientific method as the way of generating universal truths probably because it appears to embody so much discipline and rigour in its application in the natural world (e.g. in improving plant growth) and the social world (e.g. in attempts to improve teaching of a particular subject). Scientific methods in research prescribe systematic ways of identifying samples, collecting data and analysing data using sophisticated statistical methods. More impressive today is the fact that data can be categorised, factor-research and recycle as neat stacks of computer sheets which the researcher can then make sense of and generate useful information or theories in the most reliable and valid way. The results of scientific research are then published and discussed. But are they understood and applied with success by teachers?

Hoyle’s paper “Educational research: dissemination, participation, negotiation in Nisbet et al.(1985) characterises the relationship between researchers and practitioners as follows:


“The Rift Valley which has for so long existed in education between researchers and practitioners is a geological factor too well-known to require detailed description. For their part, researchers have tended to select their own problems to be investigated, choose their own methods, report their findings mainly to academic peers – and to bewail the fact that practitioners have failed to ‘use’ their findings. Practitioners – assumed here to include teachers, headteachers, advisors, administrators and elected representatives with educational responsibilities – have, in turn, claimed that although they would like to be able to draw upon research evidence for decisions concerning policy and practice, research fails to provide them with ‘answers’. They have charged researchers with producing findings which are unintelligible, irrelevant or inconclusive.”

As a lecturer, I have had numerous journals on educational research circulated to me and on the occasions when I made attempts to plough through the figures and formulas hoping to discover how I could improve my own teaching, I had been disappointed at not being able to jump with elation because someone had stumbled upon a brilliant idea I could use. Despite the adherence to strict research procedures in ensuring that their studies are valid and reliable, most researchers are careful to inform the reader that their findings are true only of their sample groups. Furthermore, I agree with the following view of Reason and Rowan (1981):

“The whole language of ‘operational definitions’, ‘dependent and independent variables’, and so forth is highly suspect. It assumes that people can be reduced to a set of variables which are somehow equivalent across persons and across situations, which doesn’t make much sense to us.”      

One might argue that I did not find these educational research reports helpful because I did not understand the specialised language and the statistical techniques employed. It is true that, to be “research-literate” (Sim, 1990) one has to acquire a specialised body of knowledge pertaining to the field. I do no doubt that:

“Research reports are written for the expect, and have heavy constraints on the way they have to be written for journal publication. The effect is to mystify the public, hiding common sense notions actually employed.”


(Ibid.)  

I was certainly mystified and baffled by all those figures and statistical tests. My reason for choosing to do a module on Quantitative Methods in Educational Research was to be part of the in-group – to be literate in research methods employing statistical tests and to be able to conduct research using those same methods and write reports for a specialised audience.

I am not saying that the research studies based on empirical methods are useless. However, as I began to learn more about quantitative methods in educational research and action research simultaneously, I began to find that in determining the value of a piece of empirical research I usually ended up with a ”technical attack on the design or conduct of the research” (Stenhouse in Rudduck and Hopkins, 1985 pp. 8-19). Action research is more my cup of tea because it deals with real situations, real people and real problems requiring down-to-earth action.

My feelings towards empirical research in education are best illustrated with the experience of Stenhouse (ibid. pp. 42-48). As a teacher wondering whether he should teach about race relations in social studies and how to approach the subject, Stenhouse had turned to a research report on “Problems and Effects of Teaching about Race Relations” for guidance. The research study was undertaken in typical empirical fashion consisting of two teaching strategies A and B applied to a control group and an experimental group, pre-tests and post-tests, tables of figures representing increases and decreases in rascism. Having examined the figures closely, Stenhouse was unable to find the answers to his questions. He said:

 “What I have to find out now is whether teaching about race relations by Strategy A is good for my school. However, that reminds me that I haven't looked at pupils as individuals, only as means and standard deviations… It looks as if all schools should not do the same thing. Should I teach material about race relations whether my class is racially mixed or not?"

Stenhouse was not daunted by the fact that the research study did not tell him whether he should teach race relations or not nor did it tell him whether strategy A or B was better. Instead, he thought more deeply about the matter:

" I need to steady myself. After all, engineers don't always build exactly the same bridge. Nor do chess players play the same game. There must be ways of fitting action to situation and perhaps even to individuals in that situation. I've clearly got to think things out for myself. Does this mean that research cannot help me? What was that piece in the paper by Cronbach they gave us in Ed. Psych? Here are my notes. And here it is: 'When we give proper weight to local conditions, any generalization is a working hypothesis, not a conclusion' (Cronbach 1975: 125). That seems to mean that the results of research need testing in local conditions. What research gives me is most often not findings about all teaching but hypotheses about my teaching."

Based on that insight, Stenhouse proceeded to replicate the research study in his school to find the answers to the questions himself. In addition to applying the same empirical methods, Stenhouse taped his sessions on race relations and got his students to talk about how well his teaching and their learning went because:

"I want to look at pupil behaviour as well as teacher behaviour. I'm beginning to ask myself whether I can develop theory of individuals who cause me concern in class. I don't even need paper to do that. I can play cassettes in my car as I drive to and from work…"

In my view, that is what educational research should look like - real-life as seen through the eyes of the teacher and not through the sieved-out reality of researchers using statistical measures that surgically remove experiences, feelings and personal judgements in order to generate knowledge which is pure because of its detachment from subjectivity. Stenhouse (ibid. pp. 8-19) in answering the question "What counts as research?" points out a significant weakness of empirical methods in educational research:

"it seems that while social science applied to education can produce results which help us to understand the ground rules of action, it cannot provide the basis for a technology of teaching which offers reliable guidance to the teacher. Predictions based upon statistical levels of confidence are applicable to action only when the same treatment must be given throughout the entire population. This condition does not apply in education. It is the teacher's task to differentiate treatments."

Stenhouse (ibid. pp. 103-111) argues that unlike experimental research in agriculture, educational situations cannot be understood in terms of fields and yields. In criticizing A research paper "Experimental and quasi-experimental designs for research in teaching" by Campbell and Stanley in 1963, Stenhouse pointed out that because educational situations vary:

"this so-called 'psycho-statistical paradigm'…. In educational research provides no reliable guide to action (though it may contribute a little to theory). It has to assume, as agriculturists assume in treating a crop in a field, consistency of treatment throughout the treatment group…"

(Ibid., p.26)

In real educational situations such an assumption is a myth. Stenhouse added that it is the teacher's job to:

"work like a gardener rather than a farmer, differentiating the treatment of each subject and each learner as the gardener does each flower bed and each plant."

(Ibid., p. 103)

But the problem remains - how does the teacher become a good gardener?

"if experimental research based on sampling cannot tell us how to act in education, how are we as teachers to know what to do?"

(Ibid., p. 103)

Why have I devoted so much attention to the writing of this man Lawrence Stenhouse. Who was he? He was the man who conceptualized and put into action the idea that in order for teachers to "know what to do", they should take on the task of doing research themselves - teachers as researchers. Lawrence Stenhouse was a major influence in the formation of the teacher as researcher movement in the United Kingdom.

How is the ordinary teacher who is the not "research-literate", let alone "research-wise" (Sim, 1990) be expected to carry out research using sophisticated methods and write research reports of the standard set by well-known research journals? Where would she find the time or energy to do so? The answer is that the "teacher as researcher" does not do empirical research:

She does Action Research.

CHAPTER 2

MOVING TOWARDS AN ALTERNATIVE PARADIGM IN

EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH
Educational research falls under two categories according to Cronbach and Suppes (1969) - decision-oriented and conclusion-oriented research:

"In a decision-oriented study the investigator is asked to provide information wanted by an administrator, a government policy-maker, a school. The decision-oriented study is a commissioned study. The decision maker believes that he needs information to guide his actions and he poses the question to the investigator. The conclusion-oriented study, on the other hand, takes its direction from the investigator's commitments and hunches…. [He] formulates his own question, usually a general one rather than a question about a particular institution. The aim is to understand the chosen phenomena; a particular finding is only a means to that end."

This chapter takes as its starting point educational research of the latter type. I shall look at the traditional concept of teachers' knowledge before moving on to examine the concept of educational research as scientific. Next, I shall present a scientist's view of science to pave the way for the arguments in the philosophy of science moving away from a basis that is traditionally scientific to one that is founded on the belief that the practitioner is capable of generating his/her theories about education.

The Traditional Concept of Teacher's Knowledge
"It might be over-stating the obvious if we should stress that knowledge which is not useful is useless. But, the implication is that if research is conducted with little or no regard to whether and how the findings are expected to be applied, it is but an exercise in futility. Less obvious perhaps is the commitment to finding out not only what knowledge could be of use in improving educational practice, but more important, what knowledge, presented in what way, would be most likely to be usable."

(Sim, 1985)

One can infer from this quotation that educational research is concerned with the generation of useful knowledge through a process of fact-finding and the knowledge generated is then applied by the user to improve educational practice.

I shall begin the discussion by identifying teachers as the "users" of the knowledge generated through educational research. By taking this stand, I can now explore the traditional views on what constitutes teachers' knowledge.

What knowledge when imbibed by a teacher will result in an improvement in her teaching performance? The traditional answer to that question is educational theory. In exploring the relationship between educational theory and the professional knowledge of teachers, Elliot (1989) says that one way is:

"to see the former as a set of ideas about some aspect of education which has been constructed within a specialized academic discipline by experts who have mastered its particular standards of inquiry. The knowledge and understanding conveyed by such a theory can then be applied by teachers in learning to teach effectively. Professional knowledge, on this view of educational theory, consists of a theoretical understanding of ideas about various aspects of education drawn from disciplines such as philosophy, psychology, sociology and history, plus "knowing-how" to apply them in particular practical situations."

This view was prevalent in the 1960s and 1970s (Bechar, 1989). Educational activity was seen to draw on the disciplines of philosophy, history, sociology, psychology and economics for theoretical sustenance. Originating from these domains, teachers’ knowledge eventually came from specialised fields that had evolved: philosophy of education, sociology of education and psychology of education which later became separated to become educational psychology, educational sociology etc (Carr & Kemmis, 1985). In line with this concept of what constitutes teachers’ knowledge, initial and in-service teacher education is organised such that theoretical knowledge from the disciplines of education are often taught in isolation and teachers are expected to apply what is learnt in practice in their classroom.

Who then generates educational theories that nourish the professional knowledge of teachers? Traditionally, educational theory is the product of the research activity of the university academic. Teachers only have to get on with the task of teaching. Schon (1983) illustrates this view by referring to Hughes who says:

“It was to be the business of the university-based scientists and scholars to create the fundamental theory which professionals and technicians would apply to practice. The function of the professional school would be: the transmission to its students of the generalized and systematic knowledge that is the basis for professional performance.”

Schon (ibid.) has an even more incisive and crisp description of the relationship between teachers and the researcher:

“Quite simply, the professions are to give their practical problems to the university, and the university, the unique source of research, is to give back to the professions the new scientific knowledge which it will be their business to apply and test.”

Bechar (1989) in studying the cultures of academic disciplines noted that the disciplines studied appeared to spread from those which were considered “hard” (mathematics and physics) through disciplines such as economics and chemistry to those which were less orderly such as biology, sociology, history and literacy studies. Although education were not included in the study he drew the following implication for education:

“since education – in common with engineering, pharmacy and law –is a professionally-oriented field of enquiry, it cannot aspire to a set of hard general theories of its own, or even to a choice of soft, all-embracing metaphysical perspectives. It may draw to a limited extent upon the theorising of the disciplines which contribute to it: but much of what passes as education theory is liable to comprise low-level generalisation.”

Bechar went on to say that because educational theory had to rely on the wisdom generated by other disciplines it could only consist of  “models”, taxonomies and procedural propositions that were descriptive rather than predictive in nature. Therefore educational research as the machinery for generating educational theory can only at best be seen as an applies science and an educational settings groups are conventionally divided into experimental and control groupings and “treatment” is applied to see if there is any improvement in the experimental group.

At this point a pertinent question to ask is whether the knowledge generated through educational research is of any use. To recapitulate, Sim (1985) said that “knowledge which is not useful is useless.” Gurney in Lomax (1989) holds the view that there is widespread consensus amongst teachers that research has little relevance to everyday practice. One probable explanation is that knowledge or theories generated by researchers bear no semblance to teachers’ understanding of their own practice. Another reason could be that the teacher whose practice is put scrutiny “is not consulted about the methods, aims or the reasons for the research.” (McNiff, 1988).

Nixon (1981) describes teachers as “mere consumers, never as the producers, of original research.” This metaphor borrowed from the field of management can be further expanded to explain teachers’ attitude towards research findings whether precipitated as theories or mere information pertaining to education. The consumer has no obligation to buy. Assuming that the marketing strategies and techniques are appropriate, i.e. journal publications are the best way to reach teachers, it is then the presentation of the research findings that will decide whether the consumer is persuaded to buy the product. This is exactly the point made by Sim (1985):

“Less obvious perhaps is the commitment to finding out not only what knowledge could be of use in improving educational practice, but more important, what knowledge, presented in what way, would be most likely to be usable.”

The inability of researchers to communicate their findings to practitioners render the knowledge generated by them useless. Research, once it reaches this state of affairs becomes activities “indulged in by those outside the classroom for the benefit of those outside the classroom” (Nixon, 1981), for only those who have the skills to decipher the technicalities associated with research are able to comprehend the findings, and teachers in general, are not “research-literate” (Sim, 1990) in this sense.

Elliot (1991) might have stating the obvious in making the following observation:

“…from the perspective of teachers, ‘theory’ is what outside researchers say about their practices after they have applied their special techniques of information processing. As such it is remote from their practical experience of the way things are. To bow to a ‘theory’ is to deny the validity of one’s own experience-based professional craft knowledge.”

Embedded in the quotation above is the quintessence of current state of educational research – the ongoing tussle between theory and practice, quantitative and qualitive methods, researcher and practitioner for dominance in educational research. Implicit in these contradictions is the tension between established ideas and radical ideas seeking enthronement in the educational field.

Science as the Basis for Educational theory   

This dichotomy of theory and practice characterises the view of educational theory as scientific knowledge generated by people outside the teaching profession and its antithesis – educational theory as “the individual’s claim to know his or her educational development” (Whitehead, 1989) i.e. educational theory is generated by the teacher doing research on her own practice. The glory of science is epitomised in Anderson’s (1951) view that the study of education should be developed along the lines of the development of the natural sciences. His rationale is that the success of science especially in physics in the advance of theory in the field is the result of experimental investigation and verification. He proposes that for educational theory to be of use to the study of education, the same methods that have proven successful for the natural sciences should be adopted:

“The reciprocal relationship between the theoretical and the empirical is quite clear. It is equally clear however that the advance in theory was not produced by the experimental methods uses in the original investigations, or in the later verification, or in the subsequent investigations. This advance resulted from the study of theoretical problems in their own terms and with the methodologies appropriate to the study of such problems…No analogy is ever exact. Allowances must be made for the fact that the study of education involves problems of engineering as well as of experimentation. Nevertheless, after all allowances have been made the function of theory in the field of education is analogous to the function of theory in the field of physics and the other natural sciences.”

Building on this concept of educational theory as being generated using ‘scientific methods’ I shall examine the features of this method, its application in the field of educational research and how effective it has been in contributing to knowledge which is usable by practitioners.


Campbell & Stanley (1963) offer the following definition of science:

“Science, like other knowledge processes, involves the proposing of theories, hypotheses, models etc., and the acceptance or rejection of these on the basis of some external criteria.”

Cohen & Manion (1989) identify two distinctive features of science:


“…its empirical nature…its set of procedures which show not only how findings have been arrived at, but are sufficiently clear for fellow-scientists to repeat them, i.e. to check them out with the same or other materials and thereby test the results.”

Potter (1981) describes the nature of scientific explanations as entirely descriptive, showing how things work and comprising general laws. A scientific inquiry is basically the testing of hypotheses about the working of the natural world. Science is viewed as value-free and the success and failures of science is based on the how the facts stand up to the tests applied.

The transplantation of scientific methods to the fields of social sciences and education in the belief that “science provides man with the clearest possible ideal of knowledge” (Cohen & Manion, 1989) has been met with growing discontent amongst philosophers, scientists and practitioners. The techniques and methodologies of science when applied without modification or reflection on its legitimacy in fields where behaviours, attitudes, aptitudes and performance are not as predictable as metal bars when heated (Bechar, 1989) may have fulfilled the criteria of rigour in the generation of objective knowledge but it is found to be irrelevant to humankind in informing them how they should act to be a better person or educator (Schon, 1983). The blind and unconditional reception of scientific methods into the arena of social science and education is known as “positivism”, a term coined by philosophers and social scientists. Cohen & Manion (1989) rightly points out that positivism is less successful:

“in its application to the study of human behaviour where the immense complexity of human nature and the elusive and intangible quality of social phenomena contrast strikingly with the order and regularity of the natural world. This point is nowhere more apparent than in the contexts of classroom and school where the problems of teaching, learning and human interaction present the positivistic researcher with a mammonth challenge.”

Kitwood (1976) expresses disappointment with the preoccupation of educational research with science. He poses the following question:

“Educational research is intended to provide objective, scientific knowledge. Why is it that so many of its findings fail to appear convincing or relevant to those who are directly involved in education?”

He attributes this failure of educational research to “an unsound conception of what is scientific”. Acknowledging that there are two views of science – one is that it provides a useful basis for explanation and prediction and the other is that it could range from accurately describing cause-and-effect phenomena to the production of models representative of the phenomena – Kitwood’s conclusion is that educational research is closer to a views of ‘scientism’ than science. Scientism is a concept that  Habermas (cited in Carr, 1980) explains as:

 “science’s belief in itself: that is, the conviction that we can no longer understand science as one form of possible knowledge, but rather identify knowledge with science.”

Kitwood’s criticisms of the scientific way of doing educational research are found on his analysis of four research studies and he is of the opinion that they apply “with varying degrees of force to a large body of current research” especially to those studies on people’s thoughts, motives, and perceptions and those which investigate social interaction. His argument against taking a positivistic approach to educational research is that the real concern should not be with measurements but with:

“the actual attitudes and morale of students, not with answers to arbitrarily-framed questions; with the causes, not the correlates, of academic success and failure; with the forming of a sane and ethical policy for the future of higher education, not with the simulation of the status quo on the basis of dubious premises.”

Kitwood claims that many researchers, especially those in the social psychology tradition, still employ methods that are neither humane nor scientific.


Picking up on the point of the lack of appreciation for the feelings of human beings in empirical research, I would like to give a brief review of a book by Campbell & Stanley (1963) entitled “Experimental and Quasi-Experimental Designs for Research. I was struck by this paragraph on page 2 of the book that I shall reproduce here to enable you to share my disbelief. The authors in talking about the depressing effect of experimental failure on young experimenters, advocate that researchers must be instilled with:

“the expectation of tedium and disappointment and the duty of thorough persistence, by now so well achieved in the biological and physical sciences. We must expand our students’ vow of poverty to include not only the willingness to accept poverty of finances, but also a poverty of experimental results.”

The picture that is conjured in my mind has pupils dressed up like white mice running about in mazes in a classroom with white-coated researcher planting obstacles and probably introducing electric shocks at intervals to test hypotheses. I also see in my mind’s eye, sophisticated computer programmes capable of powerful statistical analysis churning out stacks of figures that the white-coated researcher interprets and makes comments about the mice-students as to what causes them to behave the way they do. Clearly the authors see improved statistical procedures as the prevention of disillusionment with experimentation in education. According to the authors, the training of educational researchers more thoroughly in modern experimental statistics should help raise the quality of educational experimentation, never mind if all the mice died in the process.

The entire book is devoted to the study of control methods to reduce problems that jeopardize the internal and external validity of research designs of which the authors identify twelve. By presenting these problems in the context of various experimental designs, the authors offered explanations and suggestions as to how these problems could be minimised. The authors admitted that they had the greatest problems with those obstacles that were human in nature. This is a very good book on statistical techniques and how to do research in a scientific way. It is also the best example of how little valued minds and feelings of human subjects are in the research process.

R.S Peters (1973) asks the following question: 

“Scientists only tell us what is the case and why it is so. He does tell us what ought to be the case. When authorities disagree, whom do we accept?”

Stanley and Campbell (1963) would appear to have the answers to that question:

“when one finds, for example, that competent observers advocate strongly divergent points of view, it seems likely on a priori grounds that both have observed something valid about the natural situation, and that both represent a part of the truth. The stronger the controversy, the more likely this is. Thus we might expect in such cases an experimental outcome with mixed results, or with the balance of truth varying subtly from experiment psychology has in large part achieved….avoids crucial experiments and instead studies dimensional relationships and interactions along many degrees of the experimental variables.”

The solution proposed in true positivist tradition is nothing more than a technical manoeuvre in the name of science. There is no need to understand things from the human point of view, just change the strategy. But is this science? Has the educational researcher distorted the true meaning of science to suit his own purpose equating the meaning of science with the sophistication of its tools?

Educational research’s adoption of scientific methods in the generation of useful knowledge for teachers appears to have gone overboard. Unlike the disciplines of Physics or Mathematics which “embody some notion of inherent order, neatness and regularity” in subject-matter (Bechar, 1989), has education chosen the wrong vehicle to enlarge its reservoir of knowledge? Is it really the wrong vehicle or is it a case of mistaken identity? Is the concept of science as embraced by the field of social science and education too narrow, focussing on only one aspect of science, i.e. methods only, and forgetting that science is not concerned with just refining the tools of research to enlarge its knowledge base?

What is Science to a Scientist?  
When one wants legal advice, one goes to a lawyer; medical advice, a doctor. So it is logical that for a view of what science is, one should turn to a scientist. In this section, I shall explore the writing of Sir P.B. Medawar, biologist and Nobel Laureate in Medicine 1960. The purpose of this section is to find for education a scientific base that is more realistic and accommodative of human nature that the old view of science conveniently disregarded.

Medawar (1969) is of the view that “The Scientific Method” does not exist as a body of procedural knowledge which every scientist should receive training in. Taking the interpretation of the phrase as a methodology of inquire or code of practice, Medawar says that it made no difference to a scientist whether he has taught such a method as ”those who have been instructed performed no better than those who have not.” He is of the view that:

“The scientist is not in fact conscious of acting out a method. If a scientist is more or less successful in the enterprise he is engaged on, he attributes it to having enjoyed more or less of luck or learning or perceptiveness or flair, never to the use or misuse of a formal methodology.”

However, this does not imply that Scientific endeavours are nothing more than what a layman is capable of. Scientists do follow procedures but the procedures are incidental, not prescriptions like statistical methods that a researcher in education or social science applies rigorously in their respective fields.

There are two interpretations of Science according to Medawar (1984). One refers to a body of organised, deductively ordered knowledge that has predictive capability and the other refers to it as:    

“procedures of science – adventures of thought and strategems of inquiry that go into the advancement of learning…”

It is easy to equate the former definition with the methodology of science but that is a very constricted interpretation. The procedures of science can be seen as voyages of discovery filled with imagination and creativity. And the scientist is one who explores in the real world and not in a world structured according to views of scientific knowledge as being derived inductively or in the hypothetico-deductive framework. Medawar (ibid.) sums up this view of science as follows:

“The purpose of scientific enquiry is not to compile an inventory of factual information, nor to build up a totalitarian world picture of natural Laws in which every event that is not compulsory is forbidden. We should think of it rather as a logically articulated structure of justifiable beliefs about nature. It begins with a story about a Possible World – a story which we invent and criticize and modify as we go along, so that it ends by being, as nearly as we can make it, a story about real life.”

A story about real life. If one were to ask if the findings that resulted from statistical analysis in educational research are stories about real life, I cannot imagine how the answer could be “yes”. Medawar (1969) argues for a concept of science that admits imaginativeness, intuition, reflection, creativeness and a critical spirit into its folds. Therefore, the scientist is:

“a discoverer, an innovator, an adventurer into the domain of what is not yet known or not yet understood. Such a man must be speculative, surely, at least in the sense of being able to envisage what might happen or what could be true.”

This description does not fit the image of the educational researcher whose major concern is with the methodology of making an inquiry. An educational researcher cannot be speculative, for to be so would be an act of rebellion. In any case, he or she is characterised by the ability to excel in method and it is at the same time.

In “The Limits of Science” (1984) Medawar makes a rather controversial comment. He says that “ordinary people can be good at science”. All that is needed is that they must:

“feel a first stirring of that sense of disquiet at lack of comprehension that is one of a scientist’s few secure distinguishing marks. I think it is the lack of this exploratory hunting trait that makes it unthinkable to many people who could be scientists that they should be….to say this is not to depreciate science but to appreciate ordinary people.”

I think it is last line that throws light on what is meant by “ordinary people can be good at science”. The common belief is that if you are not mathematically inclined (an important asset if one wishes to be a science student in school) there is no way you can be considered good at science. But Medawar conjectured that both scientists and ordinary people, if they wanted to, were capable of acquiring an “exploratory hunting trait that could make them adventurers in their respective fields of endeavour”. At this point, I think of ordinary people like teachers who can be good at science if they believe that they, too, can be exploratory hunters in search of comprehension themselves instead of relying on the empirical forays of social scientists and educational researchers.

I am thinking of ordinary people doing research - action research – something extraordinary that will require a great deal of faith, blood, sweat and tears to move the current thinking on educational research forward into a more progressive mode.

Moving Towards an Alternative Paradigm    

What is a paradigm? The following discussion will based on T.S.Kuhn’s book of 1970 “The nature of scientific revolutions”. The basic definition of a paradigm is that of a model or pattern. It can mean a problem-solving framework which defines problems and methods of a research field. In the scientific field, a paradigm is that body of  “coherent traditions of scientific research that springs from scientific practice i.e. the laws, theories, application and instrumentation in science. A paradigm guides scientific practice but it does not necessarily mean that all scientific practice is bound rigidly to a set of rules. Kuhn considers that a paradigm is firmly established:

“when the individual scientist can take a paradigm for granted, he need no longer, in his major works attempt to build his field anew, starting from first principles and justifying the use of each concept introduced. That can be left to the writers of textbooks.”

According to Kuhn, paradigms are replaceable. New paradigms or framework for research emerge to replace the old. I shall illustrate this with an example, from Kuhn (ibid.) on the characterisation of light as “quantum-mechanical entities that exhibit some characteristics of waves and some of particles”:

“That characterization of light is, however, scarcely half a century old. Before it was developed by Planck, Einstein, and others early in this century, physics texts taught that light was transverse wave motion, a conception rooted in a paradigm that derived ultimately from the optical writings of Young and Fresnal in the early nineteenth century. Nor was the wave theory the first to be embraced by almost all practitioners of optical science. During the eighteenth century the paradigm for this field was provided by Newton’s Opticks, which taught that light was material corpuscles. At that time physicists sought evidence, as the early wave theorists had not, of the pressure exerted by light particles impinging on solid bodies.

The transformation in the physical optics field from one school of thought to another is what Kuhn describes as a “scientific revolution” and to him, that is the natural development of mature science. What about the development and maturation of educational research? If educational research is to be seen as a science and can be seen as functioning within a framework or paradigm, then its growth should follow the path of scientific revolutions as well. A revolution takes place when the existing paradigm is unable to cope with the questions and problems and in finding satisfactory answers and solutions. Change is inevitable if progress and maturity are to be achieved and change occurs when:

“an existing paradigm has ceased to function adequately in the exploration of an aspect of nature to which that paradigm itself had previously led the way. In both political and scientific development the sense of malfunction that can lead to crisis is prerequisite to revolution.”

            (Ibid.)

Educational research is now experiencing the sense of malfunction that Kuhn referred to. The disillusion with educational knowledge generated by researchers independent of teachers has led Stenhouse to argue for a shift of paradigm from empirical research in education to an approach that has the following concern:

“The application of research to education through an appeal to teacher judgement. The assertion is that the improvement of teaching rests upon the development of the art of the teacher and not through the teacher’s adoption of uniform procedures selected from competing alternatives.”

(Stenhouse in Rudduck and Hopkins, 1985)

Stenhouse can be considered as the instigator of a revolutionary movement in educational research in Britain, and his central argument for action research is that the teacher should be the one to generate educational knowledge out of her own practice. The revolution has started and the current state of affairs is characterised by what Kuhn had described as the “pre-paradigm period”:

“The pre-paradigm period, in particular, is regularly marked by frequent and deep debates over legitimate methods, problems, and standards of solution, though these serve to define schools than to produce agreement….Furthermore, debates like these do not vanish once and for all with the appearance of a paradigm….they recur regularly just before and during scientific revolutions, the periods when paradigms are first under attack and then subject to change.”

A most famous debate in the philosophy of science was that between the two philosophers T.S.Kuhn and Sir Karl Popper which is immortalised in the book “Criticism and the growth of knowledge” (1970) edited by Lakatos and Musgrave. Both do not agree on two issues: how to properly understand scientific progress and the growth of knowledge and the role that criticism played in scientific inquiry. Popper advocates the idea that knowledge grows by theories are established when existing ones are proven false through the application of “proper standards of criticism”. Kuhn’s contention is that theory-choice is not simply a matter of deductive proof. For him the way for scientific progress does not take place through a model of rationality that emphasises a set of common criteria. Kuhn proposes that the growth of knowledge should take the form of reasoning that in concerned with choice and involves deliberation. The judgement as to what constitutes knowledge is the result of a reasoning and consideration of various alternatives intelligently. He emphasises that the criteria of choice of theory “functions not as rules, which determine choice, but as valves, which influence it” (Bernstein, 1983). In other words, for Kuhn, scientific knowledge should grow as a result of collective human judgement rather than the judgement of the researcher based on stringent tests.

Kuhn has been accused by his critics for presenting science as an irrational activity because of his objection to the positivist view that the growth of scientific knowledge is based on the testing of hypothesis, elimination of errors and arriving at knowledge that is objective and value-free. Although objective knowledge is obtained through a process in which there is ideally an absence of human values, in reality however, in using scientific methods to generate knowledge, human choice and judgement is inevitable in the selection of sample size, decision in applying a particular test and the interpretation of data. Kuhn saw the need for a new rationality – one that requires judgement supported by reasons that could change and vary the course of scientific development. Thus the process of theory choice is a judgemental process where there is argument and counter argument and the argument that wins is the one that has the most supporters in the scientific community.   

“The competition between paradigms is not the sort of battle that can be resolved by proofs. The transfer of allegiance from paradigm to paradigm is a conversion experience that cannot be forced”.


(Kuhn,1970)        

Kuhn talks about the conversion experience as a “gestalt switch” meaning that any conversion would have to be total and immediate. It is not possible for one to believe in the positivistic approach to educational research and at the same time agree that research should be humanistic.

The most concise argument for a shift in paradigm in educational research is offered by Stenhouse in Rudduck and Hopkins (1985):

“I want to argue that it is not because of technical shortcomings in sampling and statistical procedures that the classic designs are failing us. It is because of a misplaced conceptualisation of the application of research to education.”

This misplaced conceptualisation can be explained by Sarason (1978):

“Science has been such a success in solving so many of the problems in nature that people become persuaded that the dilemmas and puzzles of the human social world would like-wise become explicable and controllable….Science could not recognize the possibility of intractable problems, and like the religions it supplanted, it purported to give clear direction and meaning to living.”

What should an alternative paradigm in educational research offer which is lacking in the existing one in order to supersede it completely? Kitwood (1976) proposes that research studies should fulfil three conditions. Firstly, that the central concern of research must be with education. Although Kitwood acknowledges the difficulty in getting consensus amongst educators about what education is, he sees education with being concerned with changes within people and not merely with achievement of objectives. Essentially in any educational process:

“one main aim is to help each person involved; to think, be aware, analyse, evaluate, on his own account- to become autonomous. Thus there is always the possibility that a student may become more competent than his teachers.”

Following from this view of education, research studies should recognise the powers of human beings such as the ability to evaluate situations and to monitor performance. In short, human beings should be recognised for what they are and what they are capable of instead of being conveniently ignored in the name of scientific criteria.

Lastly, there should be are-appraisal of the criteria by which research is judged.  The emphasis should shift from exploiting research techniques to problem-solving. Precision in measurements should take a back seat to understanding and most of all, the research potential of the teacher should be recognised fully because she possesses a:

“body of commonsense knowledge, systematized, tested and extended, which is the authentic raw material for educational inquiry.”

Although there may be other views on what form the alternative paradigm should take, I accept Kitwood’s formulation as logical. Will the alternative paradigm in educational research which values human judgement succeed in overthrowing the existing one that emphasises the application of statistical methods? Already the wheels of revolution have been oiled. The debates will carry on amongst philosophers and educators but it will be the teachers undertaking researching who will provide the strongest evidence and force that will sway the arguments towards change permanently.

CHAPTER 3

ACTION RESEARCH – RATIONALE, ORIGINS AND AN INQUIRY

In this chapter, I shall discuss briefly the rationale and origins of action research before giving a detailed description of my first action research inquiry to illustrate how such an inquiry could be carried out.

Teacher as Researcher
Why should teachers be persuaded to take over the responsibility of generating educational knowledge from university academics? How can teachers be convinced that if they become researchers themselves, educational knowledge has a more significant meaning for them as practitioners than if they were to be the passive recipients and appliers of educational knowledge generated by others? The answer lies in experiences. One must experience a phenomenon to believe in its powers; when the phenomena is merely explained, belief does not follow naturally. Dewey (1934) says:

“In an experience, things and events belonging to the world, physical and social, are transformed through the human context they enter, while the live creature is changed and developed through its intercourse with things previously external to it.”

When I was a student teacher I was fed the traditional diet of educational theories. I think I relied more on intuition and instinct than on the theories I had learnt in lectures. When I became a teacher trainer, I replicated the training I had received  as a student teacher in my training of teachers: I told people what could possibly work for them in the classroom and I supervised their performance to see if they applied what they had learnt from the initial and in-service teacher training courses my colleagues and I conducted. I had believed that I was an effective trainer but I was never sure whether my students, once they had been awarded their teacher-training certificates, would continue to apply the theories taught. Did they throw them out the window and relied on their intuition and instinct as I had done? Or did they not even bother with intuition at all after a while, having settled into a comfortable routine? I never did find out.

Now, having taken two modules on action research and having experienced the difference between knowledge that is disseminated and wisdom that is acquired, I strongly advocate that teachers, if they want to improve their practice or any aspect of their life in teaching should make inquiries into their own practice and generate their own theories about teaching and share these with other practitioners in the field.

What does it mean to do action research? Up to now I have not given a clue as to how action research is carries out because I have been busy arguing a case for educational research to break away from the traditions of empiricism and to relocate its centre of activity in the classroom. Action research acknowledges the wisdom and judgement that teachers possess and give them full responsibility of the research act. Stenhouse in Rudduck and Hopkins (1985) defines the research act as follow:

“Action Research is the type of research in which the research act is necessarily a substantive act; that is, the act of finding out has to be undertaken with an obligation to benefit others than the research community. This is what we mean when we say that children are not to be used as guinea pigs.”

There is no artificially created situation, no control groups and experimental groups and the only laboratory that the teacher as researcher works in is that of the classroom and in there, the teacher seeks answers to problems. She forms hypotheses, speculates about the outcome and tests the hypotheses in her classroom. When a teacher carried out action research, she is not doing research that is loosely structured and unscientific as has been the popular argument against action research. On the contrary, action research is a scientific endeavour in which the researcher is a seeker of truth and it this sense it has the nature of the kind of scientific inquiry that Medawar (1982) is supportive of:

“…truth takes shape in the mind of the observer: it is his imaginative preconception of what might be true that provides the incentive for finding out, so far as he can, what is true. Every advance in science is therefore the outcome of a speculative adventure, an excursion into the unknown.” 

Action Research – The Origins    

The term “action research” was first coined by Kurt Lewin, a social psychologist (Elliot, 1985). In his article on “Action Research and Minority Problems” (1946) Lewin, in proposing a process of planning in the area of social management, calls for research that involves “diagnosis of a specific situation” in addition to survey-type research because:

“To act correctly, it does not suffice, however, if the engineer or the surgeon knows the general laws of physics or physiology. He has to know too the specific character of the situation at hand.”

Lewin’s action research is a mode of inquiry that involves people inquiring into their circumstances collaboratively i.e. in groups, to improve their lives based on a common set of values. To him:

“Rational social management….proceeds in a spiral of steps each of which is composed of a circle of planning, action, and fact-finding about the result of the action.”

The idea of action research, first introduced as a social management device to improve the quality of human relations in the United States, was picked up by Stephen Corey and developed in his book: “Action research to improve school practices” in 1953. It was the first systematic attempt to define the characteristics of this form of research in education. To Corey, action research was the process by which practitioners (teachers, supervisors and administrators) cooperatively study their problems scientifically in order to guide, correct, and evaluate their decisions and actions in order to improve their practice. His contention was that practitioners would make better decisions and engage in more effective practices if they were able and willing to conduct research as a basis for these decisions and practices. 

The action research movement in the United Kingdom gained momentum and prominence under the influence and work of the late Lawrence Stenhouse in 1967. Stenhouse can be considered the founder of the action research movement in UK. His philosophy of educational research is best represented, I feel by the following extract from his work “What counts as educational research?”:

“We deal in education – as with medicine or law or social work – with human action which cannot be channelled through headphones. We need real pupils, and we cannot properly engage them in doubtful experiments or even in placebo treatments….in short, real classrooms have to be our laboratories, and they are in the command of teachers, not of researchers. This is the characteristic of professional schools: the research act must confirm to the obligations of the professional context. This is what we mean by action research. It is a pattern of research in which experimental or research acts cannot be exempted from the demand for justification by professionals as well as by research criteria…. Such a view of educational research declares that the theory or insights created in collaboration by professional researchers and professional teachers is always provisional, always to be taught in a spirit of enquiry, and always to be tested and modified; by professional practice. The teacher who founds his practice of teaching upon research must adopt a research stance to his own practice: it must be provisional and exploratory.”

(Stenhouse in Rudduck and Hopkins, 1985)

Like religion, there are many brands of action research and schools of thought on educational research which have evolved since, the most notable ones being those of Stephen Kemmis, John Elliot and Dave Ebbutt (McNiff, 1988). Their respective rationales may differ and their approaches may be individualised but basically all of them are true to the fundamental idea of action research – to improve educational practices with the teacher or practitioner at the heart of the research inquiry going through the process of planning, acting, observing and reflecting (ibid.).

The Form of my First Action Research Inquiry

My first action research inquiry was undertaken as an assignment for the Action Research 1 module in the Masters of Education course. In this section I would be describing and explaining a process of carrying out an action research enquiry which was true to the definition of action research offered by McNiff (1988):

“action research is an approach to improving education through change, by encouraging teachers to be aware of their own practice, to be critical of that practice, and to be prepared to change it. It is participatory, in that it involves the teacher in his own enquiry, and collaborative, in that it involves other people as part of a shared enquiry….It encourages teachers to become adventurous and critical in their thinking, to develop theories and rationales for their practice, and to give reasoned justification for their public claims to professional knowledge.”

My intention is to illustrate the systematic way in which an action research inquiry was carried out as well as to give a real-life example of the feelings and deep involvement that a teacher researcher is expected to experience. There are no statistical data or tests in this description of a research activity, only evidence of an individual making an inquiry into her own practice, undergoing the process of planning, acting, reflecting and modifying and learning from it.

My inquiry was guided by an action research planner comprising the following questions : 

1 What is your concern?/What do you want to improve?

2 What are the reasons for your concern?

3 How will you know that your practice has improved?

4 What kind of evidence will you need to collect to enable to make a judgement on the outcomes of your practice in terms of the quality of your own and/or pupil’s learning?

5 What kind of resources will you need to enable you to implement your plan?

An excerpt of my action research report from my assignment “Re-discovering education through action research” is in Appendix B. The action research planner I had completed in the process of my action research inquiry is in Appendix C. The following account of my action research inquiry shall take the form outlined by the questions above and illustrations will be taken from Appendices B, C, D and E.

An Action Research Account
What is your concern?/What do you want to improve? What are the reasons for your concern?

I had found difficulty in answering these questions initially because it was not in the research tradition that I was familiar with that the feelings and concern of the researcher were of any importance. To help us find our bearings, our tutor, Jack Whitehead asked as to examine our values in teaching and in so doing we would find the answers we were looking for.

A direct question like “What are your values as a teacher?” could have been asked in place of these three questions about what my concern was. The rationale for not doing so was given by Whitehead as follows:

“In my experience of in-service teacher education, if teachers are suddenly confronted with a request to list their educational values they have difficulty in responding. However, when they are questioned about what they are trying to improve, in relationships which they find supportive, I have found teachers most willing and able to make practical statements which reveal their values.”

(Extracted from the Action Research 1 module handouts, 1990)

In addition to completing the action research planner, we were also asked to write an autobiography (Appendix A) and to keep a diary (Appendix D) for the rest of the module. Action research at this stage was rather mystifying again because in traditional research, autobiographies and diaries are never heard of. To illustrate my uncertainty about the direction action research was going to take, here is an abstract from week 1 of my diary in Appendix D:

“Although my colleagues and I had always sought ways to improve on the lessons or courses that we conducted as a team, the values that we held were implicit and much of our energy was channelled to making changes. We  valued ourselves as professionals and hence the constant need to be concerned about the standard of out work. So far it appeared to me that action research was not something entirely new; it was something that I had been doing partially in the course of my job without realising what it was and what potentials it holds.”

You could detect a slight skepticism here that action research was perhaps not real research. However, because I had to complete the questions in the action research planner by the next session, I had to get my values written down. I had to find out what they were. I went home and consciously made an effort to make some entries in my journal hoping that in doing so, I would somehow arrive at a summary of what my values were. Everything was done out of a sense of duty because we had been asked by our tutor to make copies of our autobiographies and diary entries for everyone for class discussion in the following session. Under such pressure to show concrete proof that I had been doing my homework, my values crystallised:

“There are two sets of values that I hold. Firstly, I hold the value that vocational training should be given a more respectable status in Singapore in view of the contributions made by the Vocational & Industrial Training Board (VITB) in providing the country with a skilled labour force. More specifically, I value the potential of our VITB trainees to become productive citizens and I see the need to improve their lot in society through ensuring that their trainers thus giving them opportunities to advance in their careers and life.

Secondly, I value myself as a professional and want to hold myself out as a model for my students to emulate. I am also concerned with how my colleagues and I are viewed by others in the profession. This concern arose because of constant comparisons made between lecturers in the VITB and those in tertiary institutions like the polytechnics, the Institute of Education and the National University of Singapore. Not enjoying the professional status as lecturers in those institutions, my colleagues and I are always careful to conduct ourselves professionally in carrying out our responsibilities as lecturers so as to build up a good reputation for our division in the VITB.”

(Appendix B)

Once I had identified my values, I was able to outline my concern and articulate what it was about my practice that I had wanted to improve:

“I am concerned with the quality and effectiveness of my own teaching. In particular, I would like to find out if my delivery style and application of teaching methods are consistently interesting and effective in all the courses I conduct….As I am a trainer of trainers, I am concerned with my effectiveness in the classroom as I am held as a model for all to emulate. I cannot be seen to have major flaws as that would affect my credibility as well as that of the division I represent. In short, I want to make sure that I have not taken teaching for granted and I am interested in overcoming any weakness or weaknesses I may have in delivering a lesson and applying teaching methods effectively.”

(Ibid.)

Identifying my values was the prerequisite for an action research inquiry for it had enabled me to formulate an action plan that I could carry out in order to make improvements to my practice.

How will you know that your practice has improved? What kind of evidence will you need to collect to enable you to make a judgement on the outcomes of your practice in terms of the quality of your own and/or pupils’ learning? What kind of resources will you need to enable you to implement your plan?”

In the planning stage of my action research inquiry, I had to work out a course of action (Appendix C) to satisfy myself that I was the effective teacher I had imagined myself to be and should I fall short of my ideal self, I should be award of my weaknesses and make efforts to overcome them. As I was not able to carry out my action research inquiry in my place of work, I had to settle for a plan to teach a lesson on “How to use chopsticks” to a group of postgraduate students and to have the lesson videotaped so that evidence of my teaching effectiveness would be available for critique by my classmates. Accordingly, I prepared a lesson plan of that lesson, rehearsed it and then taught it to three postgraduate students.

I viewed the tape on my own and wrote a self-evaluation report afterwards. I was able to analyse my performance in a detached manner because of my experience in conducting microteaching sessions in initial and in-service teacher training in which I taught people how to plan lessons, execute them and generally to be structured and systematic. This self-evaluation report (Appendix E) was a very mechanistic compilation of events, with descriptions of good and bad points laid out side by side. Nevertheless, it was a document that would serve as a basis for critique and discussion with my classmates that my tutor called a “validation group”.

Now to answer the question “What kind of evidence will you need to collect to enable you to make a judgement on the outcomes of your practice in terms of the quality of your own and/or pupil’s learning?” The evidence comprises of the videotape and the self-evaluation report that enabled me to discover my strengths and weaknesses through conversation with my learners and through discussion with the validation group who viewed the tape and read my self-evaluation report. The observations and comments of the validation group and my learners had helped me to reflect critically on what I had done in the lesson and to consolidate significant points raised and discussed about my teaching. It was a pity that I did not systematically interview my learners to get a tape-recording of their learning experience but through informal talk over coffee, what they had felt about the way I conducted the lesson was similarly felt by the validation group. After the meeting with the validation group, I summarised the discussion in a report that in contrast to the descriptive nature of my self-evaluation report, was evidence that I had learned something of value from my inquiry. The validation group and my learners (albeit very informally) had helped me to reflect on what I had done in the lesson, enabling me to learn from my experience, Dewey (1938) describes reflection as follow:

“To reflect is to look back over what has been done so as to extract the net meanings which are the capital stock for intelligent dealing with future experiences. It is the heart of intellectual organization and of the disciplined mind.”

Chickering (1977) says of experiential learning:   










 

“The learners must be able to enter new experiences opening and fully without bias; they must be able to stand back from those experiences, observe them with some detachment, and reflect on their significance…”

And to improve. That was the reason for my inquiry – to find out if my teaching needed improvement. It certainly did. I had always prided myself on being a conscientious and effective teacher (positive feedback given by students through end of course evaluations) and it was a blow to my self-esteem when I saw myself far from being the ideal that I had worked towards. Chief amongst my “crimes” was the fact that I had overlooked educational possibilities in my lesson because:

“I had been determined to teach a skill and accomplish the task within the time stated in my lesson plan. It was brought to my attention that in a lesson which was ostensibly a skill lesson were embedded numerous opportunities to provide rich educational content which would have made the lesson more interesting and motivating for my students. The students’ questions on the history and culture surrounding the use of chopsticks were dismissed quickly by me because they got in the way of my teaching the skill.”

(Appendix B)

In the process of my inquiry, I have been able to learn a very important lesson:

“a teacher is foremost an educator. Ironically, I have always told my students to make their lessons relevant to their trainees by making them aware of the importance of the lesson to be learnt even though it was as simple a lesson as teaching them how to wire a three-pin plug. Somewhere along the line, I must have lost sight of this educational principle myself. It could have been the consequence of occupational hazard – being driven constantly to plan, organise and implement tasks assigned; to meet deadlines.”

(Ibid.)

My action research inquiry did not terminate here. Up to this point, I had only proved that I had an organised and disciplined mind. Anyone reading my report in Appendix B would be able to see the clarity of my thoughts. However, the ability to reflect and formulate thoughts is only the beginning of a learning process. After reflection and consolidation of thoughts, one must be able to:

“…develop a logic, a theory, a conceptual framework that gives some order to the observations; and they must be able to use those concepts to make decisions, to solve problems, to take action.”

(Chickering, 1977)

I once knew a theory about education that was as old as the hills but which had been forgotten. In my action research inquiry, I had re-discovered it. I claimed this educational theory as mine even though it was not original because what mattered was that I had personally discovered it as I climbed the mountain of inquiry myself and now like a true scientific explorer I would like to put my little flag on it to mark the highpoint of my journey of discovery. I had staked my claim on the following theory:

“Any lesson should have an educational; value. The focus on the “why” of the lesson should be as important as the “how”. UNESCO defines Education as ‘organised and sustained instruction designed to communicate a combination of knowledge, skills and understanding valuable for all activities of life.’ By ignoring the reasons and relevance of the lesson to the students’ needs and interest and imparting knowledge and skills mechanistically, we would be depriving our students of richer lessons about life.”

(Appendix B)

The last question I had answer was: “How will you know that your practice has improved?” The next step was to modify my lesson plan based on my theory, re-teach it and have the lesson videotape, subject it to critique by the group so that comparisons could be made between my first lesson and the second one and the difference would be the evidence needed to tell me if my theory had been correct or wrong. Accordingly, I re-planned and taught the lesson on how to use chopsticks taking care to structure it in a way that would enable me to share with my students the cultural aspects of eating with chopsticks so that there was an educational value in the lesson. That lesson contained opportunities for me to encourage learning through discovery and questioning and limited the giving of instructions to those that were necessary to clarity uncertainties and to help those experiencing difficulty in acquiring the skill of using the chopsticks. What a difference that second lesson was compared to my first. Intuitively, I knew that it was a better lesson if intuition is meant:

“that meeting of the old and new in which the readjustment involved in every form of consciousness is effected suddenly by means of a quick and unexpected harmony which in its bright abruptness is like a flash of revelation; although in fact it is prepared for by long and slow incubation.”

(Dewey, 1934)

My validation group confirmed that I had indeed made an improvement in my teaching the second time round (Appendix B).

At the end of this action research inquiry, I was able to detached and objective observer as is the case in traditional research. In addition, I had become rather well-versed with the form of the living educational theory approach to action research which saw me through the following stages in inquiry:

1 I identified my values as an educator.

2 I asked myself what I wanted to improve in my practice in order to realise my values.

3 I planned a course of action to find out what aspect of my practice needed improvement.

4 I collected evidence in the form of a videotaped lesson, a self-evaluation report and summaries of the discussion with my validation group and conversations with my learners. Evidence of my educational development was also contained in my autobiography and the diary I recorded throughout the module.

5 I reflected critically on the evidence collected and made a judgement on whether I had made an improvement as a result of my action research inquiry that began with a statement of my values as a professional.

In this section I have demonstrated that in the researching of my own practice, I had improved it through a process that was participatory, collaborative and that had involved much critical thinking and reflection. Most of all, I was able to “give reasoned justification” (McNiff, 1988) for my claim to professonal knowledge.

CHAPTER  4

THE LIVING EDUCATIONAL THEORY APPROACH TO

ACTION RESEARCH

The action research inquiry I described in Chapter 3 was based on the action research approach developed by Jack Whitehead of the University of Bath. The essence of this approach is the creation of a “living educational theory”. The distinguishing features of Whitehead’s approach to action research are the establishment of one’s values as an educator using that as a base to move forward in one’s educational development. Central to the living educational theory is the claim to educational theory generated in practice made by the teacher researcher. This educational theory has the capacity to include propositional theories and because it is generated in the practice of the teacher, it is more meaningful than propositional theories.

In this chapter, I shall detail the grouping for this theory based on two hour-long interviews with Jack Whitehead and an interview with Dr Jim Harvey, Director of Studies (Transcripts 1, 2 and 5) and a study of some Whitehead’s writing over the last ten years both published and unpublished and Ilyenkov’s “Dialectical logic”.

The Generation of Theory by Practitioners

At the heart of the living educational theory is the individual’s claim to know his own educational development. The living educational theory approach to action research was born out of Whitehead’s rejection of propositional forms of educational theory as a result of his comparing the dominant disciplines approach to theory with his own reflections on his classroom practice some twenty years ago. He argued that:

“the propositional form is masking the living form and content of an educational theory which can generate valid descriptions and explanations for the educational development of individuals. This is not to deny the importance of propositional forms of understanding. I am arguing for a reconstruction of educational theory into a living form of question and answer which includes propositional contributions from the traditional disciplines of education.”

(Whitehead, 1989)

The central theme in Whitehead’s action research inquiry is the construction of educational theory by practitioners in education (teachers, managers, administrators) as opposed to the application of educational theory generated by academics. The fulfillment of this goal in practitioner research can be attained by asking the question “How do I improve my practice?” and the answer to this question is sought in the following manner:

I experience problems when my educational values are negated in my practice.

I imagine ways of overcoming my problems.

I act on a chosen solution.

I evaluate the outcomes of my actions.

I modify my problems, ideas and actions in the light of my evaluations… (and the cycle continues)

(Whitehead, 1989)

Whitehead sees the purpose of research to be essentially concerned with:

“fact gathering and with the generation and testing of theory. By educational theory I am meaning a form of explanation with the degree of generalisability required to produce a valid explanation for the educational development of the individual covered by the theory.”

(Whitehead, 1991)

When I asked Whitehead why it was necessary or important to construct a theory in an action research inquiry carried out by the teacher, he replied:

“I think it is crucially important because if we want the profession to take on the qualities of the medical or legal profession and one of the characteristics of the high status profession is that they have a body of knowledge or theory to guide their practice. If you look at medical or law…in law there are bodies of case law built up over generations that then guide that profession. In education we have suffered for generations from the ideas of academics who have not studied teaching themselves and have not engaged in research on their own educational development of their own practice. In the sixties and seventies, educational theory was held to be made up of the contents of psychology, philosophy, sociology and history or education.  So the reason I think it is so important to generate an adequate theory of education is that it can then be related directly to the educational  practices of teachers with their pupils and be part of the process of enhancing the learning of pupils”

(Transcript 2)

What would the nature of educational knowledge or theory look like when compared with the educational knowledge encapsulated in current textbooks on education?

“In place of an educational theory which is constituted in terms of the disciplines of education, teacher-researchers are encouraged to generate their own personal educational theories which have arisen from their own attempts to sustain or improve a process of education with their pupils.”

(Whitehead, 1983)

These theories would not be in the form of teaching principles and techniques expounded in textbooks and research papers. They would be in the form of descriptions and explanations offered by teachers as researchers for their own educational activities. These descriptions and explanations should be systematically documented in accounts which show the development of the teacher beginning with the question “How do I improve my practice?” and tracing his/her educational development through the experiencing of negation of his/her values, imagining ways of overcomes of actions and modifying problems, ideas and actions. An example of how such as account could be presented is my action research report that I referred to in the previous chapter in Appendix B.

The living educational theory can be characterised by the following extract from Whitehead (1989):

“Instead of thinking of an educational theory in terms of a set of propositional relationships between linguistic concepts I am proposing a view of educational theory as a dynamic and living form whose content changes with the developing public conversations of those involved in its creation (Whitehead & Lomax, 1987) The theory is constituted by the practitioner’s public descriptions and explanations of their own practice. The theory is located not solely within these accounts but in the relationship between the accounts and the practice. It is this relationship which constitutes the descriptions and explanations as a living form of theory.” 

This characterisation should be made clear because people have claimed that action research is what they have been doing anyway in their jobs (Eng, SJE 90) except that it is not called action research. In my first interview with Jack Whitehead, I related to him an experience which my Norwegian friend Lise Lanagker had while she was a headteacher.

“She (Lise) said that she always had problems with new teachers because they couldn’t cope and they would individually go to her and cry and tell her their problems. She said, ‘I have this problem of teachers coming to me, but what I am really concerned with is not really that they couldn’t cope but because I fear that the school children would be affected as a result of the teachers’ inability to cope.’ She thought about what she could do and came out with a plan in which she decided to get the teachers out of the classroom and solve their problems as a group. She gave them time and paid them for their time to come together every week to talk about their problems. She made them write diaries of their feelings and problems and to bring these diaries to the group for discussion. After six months, she could tell that was an improvement because fewer new teachers were running to her with their problems and some said in their diaries that the activity was useful.”

(Transcript 1)

Lise said that she had done was action research but without the label. I asked Jack Whitehead for his reaction to this claim and he responded as follows:

“Up to now she hasn’t made explicit what she’s been doing. In the conversation with you, you’ve put forward that analysis which is actually on the tape where you talked to her about her concern, used the notion of action plan, you actually described what she did and how she evaluated it. Now, if Lise would build up that description and explanation of how she tried to improve a practical context in education, that is what I am saying would constitute educational theory….I think this idea of research which is systematic inquiry which you make public does have the power to create descriptions and explanations for practice. That is why I think it is very different from when people say we have been doing this all the time. What they mean is that they can recognise the form which you describe their practice in but they haven’t been making it public, they haven’t been offering descriptions and explanations for their own professional practice….We are saying that if you have a description and explanation for how you are doing something, why you are doing something then, that itself is constituting a theory.”

(Ibid.)

To ensure that I had grasped this concept fully, I checked my understanding further by presenting what I had thought educational theory was:

“She (Lise) did not have a theory. So I asked her, ‘What did you learn?’ I said that if I were a headteacher in another school what words of wisdom would she impart to me and she said, “Well, when people get together and discuss their problems, they can always be trusted to work things out themselves. You also have to give them time. She believed that it is very important for them to explore their ‘self’ and to have the support of the group to be able to solve their own problems. I told her that if she could crystallise this into a theory and make a claim that, ‘This is my theory from my experience’ and write it up and put it on the shelves so that people could read it and single out the theory, then that would be action research.”

(Ibid.)

Whitehead clarified his view on educational theory as follows:

“I think that it might be off-putting to say, ‘have you got a theory?’ because in this country, the way people relate to theory is of a macro-theory kind where the definition is often used – this idea that you have a set of variables which are related together which you use to explain a particular event. Now, in action research, we are working from an opposite point of view. We are saying that if you have a description and explanation for how you are doing something, why you are doing something, then that itself is actually constituting a theory. So we are not operating from a macro-theory where we apply theory to practice, it is trying to convince Lise that her explanation for how she is improving the quality of practice and her own educational development. That explanation itself is constituting a theory.”

(Ibid.)

Values and the Idea of a “Living Contradiction”

These two characteristics serve to distinguish Whitehead’s living educational theory approach research from other types of action research. Whitehead considers the inclusion of values in his approach to action research as “the crucial creative move” away from action research as practiced by others. However, this inclusion of values and the importance placed on the teacher as a ‘living contradiction’ give Whitehead’s approach to action research a sense of the exclusive and subject it to criticisms. Dr Jim Harvey's ’comments below in my opinion represent the most common objection to Whitehead’s living educational theory approach to action research. In reply to my question as to how he would define an educational inquiry, Dr Harvey saw action research as basically a problem-solving process and disagreed that values should have a part in this process:

“I would have said that you could have an inquiry that said, ‘How can the management of the school be altered or improved…and Jack would want the “I” in it. Jack would say, ‘How can I improve?’ I guess I could say that I would be doing it in an abstract sort of way, I could observe whereas Jack would want the ‘I’ to be the participant. I think this is the fundamental difference. Because the moment he puts the ‘I’ into it, he goes into the values whereas I’m not sure whether I would want it necessarily to do with the ‘I’.

(Transcript 5)

Why should a teacher researcher bring her values into the research. To answer this question, one must recapitulate the crux of the living educational theory that is the concern for the nature of the individual’s claim to know his own educational development. Whitehead sees this claim as the culmination of an inquiry at which stage the teacher researcher has found a satisfactory solution to the question, “How do I improve my practice?” What makes the teacher’s activity in answering the question “How do I improve my practice?” different from merely a problem-solving activity is that she has been intrinsically motivated to examine her own practice and to change it moving forward to a better practice. Whitehead thus sees the process of action research as being triggered by “the underlying explication of the values that people hold as a motivation for change and development.”

Whitehead (1991) considers this idea of using one’s values in an action inquiry the single most important idea to have emerged from his thinking:

“If I am to explain my educational development I must be able to give reasons for my actions. I use values as reasons for action and thus as central explanatory principles in my claim to know my educational development. In terms of which I explain actions and the form of my educational development.”   

To use a biological analogy, values in the living educational theory approach to action research is the heart that gives life to the form, pumping energy and giving momentum to the educational inquiry of the teacher or practitioner. It enables the inquiry to move forward in a way that progress is made, successes are achieved and the beat goes on for as long as the teacher wants to. The term “moving forward” is explained by Whitehead in the following way:

“Where I work in the university I find that often the decision-making process that works within the university does not live up to my ideas of how a democratic institution would operate. So all the time I am trying to create a climate within my work place which enables more participation, more democracy in decision making. So when I feel that I have managed to organise this better so that more democracy is in action, then I think I am moving forward. There are other issues to do with my value of respect for persons, for people, the quality of relationship within my work place, is not of the quality of which I believe we can aspire to. So I feel that when the quality of relationships are getting more open or more honest, more caring, then I think that I am moving forward. So it’s in that area of taking the values that you hold and feeling that you are living them more fully in your practice.”

(Transcript 2)

Related to this idea of values in an action inquiry is the concept of the “living contradiction” which gives the living educational theory approach to action research its uniqueness. The “living contradiction” embodies the notion of the teacher in the flesh as opposed to the teacher as described or referred to verbally. The teacher as a “living contradiction” has to be in action or captured on videotape because:

“When you view yourself on video you can see and experience your “I” containing content in itself.”

(Whitehead, 1983)

The contradictory element in the living “I” emerges as you see yourself on the videotape:

“…holding educational values whilst at the same time negating them.” 

(Ibid.)

In the videotape of my lesson on “How to use chopsticks” I saw myself struggling to impart a difficult skill to three foreigners who did not know anything about my culture. I was, on the one hand, holding values of being effective in my teaching and on the other, negating those values by doing the opposite of what I had believed should be done. I could see the mounting frustration in my voice and attitude towards my students especially when they were not able to hold or manipulate the chopsticks in the way that I had demonstrated to them. I had a very well organised lesson plan that I executed to the letter believing that at the end of it, my students would be able to display their newly-acquired skill. I had valued the importance of having a good lesson plan and in the video I saw evidence that I was seen to hold together “two mutually opposite values in action.” (Whitehead, 1989)

Thus the springboard for action is the negation of one’s values and the evidence of such negation can be obtained from videotapes, audiotapes or observations by a third party. Whitehead (1980) sees the inclusion of the “I” in the process of inquiry as a radical departure from the traditional way of    experience of holding values and having them negated become “conscious and causal agents of change.”

“This inclusion transforms the traditional view of a scientific explanation of human action. I am saying that scientific study of educational practice should not conceptualise the individuals who constitute the practice in terms of concepts or abstract generalities. Rather I am saying that they should be understood in terms of their qualities of being individuals.”

(Ibid.)

Thus the process of inquiry into one’s practice is seen as a change process in which both the individual and his practice undergo change for the better. How change is effected is not by the application of propositional theories as is the case in traditional ways to improve practice. The logic that underlies the movement from the point where one makes a claim that one has improved one’s practice, is what Whitehead (1980) considers a ”dialectical logic”.

The Dialectical Logic
The original notion of dialectics was away of understanding the world through question and answer. It has its roots in the characterisations given to it by Socrates and Aristotle.

“Socrates and Plato characterised the dialectic as a way of coming to know by involving two capacities: one was the capacity to analyse and the other to synthesise, to hold together and the other to break down into separate components. Socrates said that the art of the dialectician is to hold together the one and the many, in other both the ability to separate into components. Now, gradually the meaning of dialectics has changed largely through the people like Kant and Hegel where Kant was the first one to bring in contradiction in rational thought. So the dialecticians then began to see that contradiction was crucial to the whole notion of movement and change.”

(Transcript 4)

Ilyenkov (1977) in his chapter on “Dialectics as Logic” questioned the position of logic or science of reasoning. He posed the following questions:

“what kind of a theory was it that consented to take into account only such facts as confirmed it, and did not wish to consider contradictory facts, although there must be millions and billions such?”

Ilyenkov was against this representation of knowledge as such because:

“In individually repeating the experience of humanity, which had created the world of spiritual and material culture surrounding him from the cradle, this individual also repeated that which had been done before him and for him by the ‘universal spirit’, and so acted according to the same laws and in the same forms as the impersonal ‘universal spirit of humanity’.”

In Ilyenkov’s view, it was Hegel who had made of fundamental advance in the understanding of thought and in the science of thought when he introduced the idea that practice – what the person does – is as important in the development of thought and understanding as the mental act of reasoning according to rules which finds expression in the verbal form. Ilyenkov cities Hegel as follows:

“there is a difference between having sensations and ideas, determined and penetrated by thought, and having thoughts about them.”
Here is an illustration of what is meant by having thoughts about ideas as opposed to having sensations and ideas penetrated by thoughts: A teacher wants to improve her practice. She attends a course on teaching methodology in which she is exposed to new and innovative methods in teaching her subject. She goes back to the classroom and tries out or applies what she has learnt. Her practice may or may not improve at the end of it and there is no moral obligation to continue experimenting until there is improvement. On the other hand, if a teacher is motivated intrinsically to improve her practice she would be “penetrated by thought” because in exploring ways to improve her practice, she would have to be self-critical, reflective and needing the help of other people to move towards improvement. Presenting Hegel’s conception of thought, Ilyenkov wrote:

 “Thought had obviously to be investigated as collective, co-operative activity in the course of which the individual, with his schemas of conscious thinking, performed only partial functions.”

Thought in this case includes action, what the teacher does in practice that is inseparable from merely thinking about ideas. The teacher is:

“constantly forced at the same time to perform actions that were not fit in, in any way, with the schemas of ordinary logic.”

The individual encounters a situation in which there is a mismatch between the nature of thought and his personal experience. One could think in a particular way and yet experience something that is different from what one thinks. For example, the teacher may think that in applying a particular teaching principle her practice will improve. In reality, the results prove to be the opposite of what she thinks. In other words there is a conflict, a contradiction set up between thoughts and experience:

“Contradiction as the concrete unity of mutually exclusive opposites is the real nucleus of dialectics, its central category.”

(Ileynkov, 1977)


Unlike the traditional view of logic that does not acknowledge the presence of contradictions preferring to explain contradiction in theories as mistakes thus preserving the universality of thought, dialectics hold contradiction as its nucleus.

“Dialectics, according to Hegel, was the form (or method or schema) of thought that included the process both of elucidating contradictions and of concretely resolving them in the corpus of a higher and more profound stage of rational understanding of the same object, on the way toward further investigation of the essence of the matter, i.e. in the course of developing science, engineering, and ‘morality’, and all the spheres he called the ‘objective spirit’.”

(Ibid.)

In this sense, dialectics as a science of reasoning in the process of educational change, has more dynamism than the traditional view of logic which preaches the application of knowledge. It questions the disparity between what is thought to be the case and what is actually the case and pursues understanding to the core of the subject matter. Since the essence of dialectics is the notion of contradiction, change and development in the practice of the teacher can come about through the resolution of the tension between something which is the case and something which is not the case and the form of dialectics is that of question and answer moving towards a thorough understanding of the contradictions and the means to resolve them.

It is this notion of dialectics on which the living educational theory is founded starting with the question, “How do I improve my practice?” and carrying the inquiry dialectically through the elucidation and resolving of contradictions that materialise through the inquiry process of:

I experience problems when my educational values are negated in my practice.

I imagine ways of overcoming my problems.

I act on a chosen solution.

I evaluate the outcomes of my actions.

I modify my problems, ideas and actions in the light of my evaluations…

Thus, the living educational theory approach to action research explains change and development in the practice of the teacher as a dynamic process set in motion by the negation of one’s values and moving very much on its own steam sustained by the contradictions between values and the actions that show that those values have been violated, the mismatch between what is thought and what is happening in reality, towards the resolution of those contradictions. The process is dynamic because it is capable of accommodating changes within itself and allows for creativity and imagination on the part of the investigator. It allows for the kind of exploration and “creative episodes of thought” which Medawar (1969) says are central to scientific inquiry. I like this approach because it involves relentless pursuit of understanding and results in change in the form of improvement in one’s practice. This can be contrasted with the dogmatic and relentless pursuit of perfection of methodology in traditional research which results in a set of recommendations following which it is possible for the researcher to do nothing more.

CHAPTER 5

CRITERIA FOR JUDGEMENT
I shall devote this chapter to discussing the need for action research inquiries to be conducted and documented in ways that would stand up to criticisms that such inquiries lack rigour and validity. I propose four criteria for judging the soundness of action research reports. The four criteria are the culmination of my experience and educational development through two modules of Action Research and the writing of this dissertation for the Masters of Education course over the past twelve months.

Concern with Validity
Stenhouse in Rudduck and Hopkins (1985) had emphasised that:

“a full definition of research might include the qualification that it be made public. Private research for our purpose does not count as research. Partly this is because unpublished research does not count as research. Partly it is because we see research as a community effort and unpublished research is of little use to others. What seems to me most important is that research becomes part of a community of critical discourse.”

How should one write up an action research report for publication? What kind of report would be considered fit for public consumption? That depends on who makes up the “public”. It is quite clear by now that action research by teachers is meant for teachers and not for academics and it is necessary that these reports appeal to them the way traditional educational reports never did. Teachers identify with the voice of another teacher and warm more readily to the human touch in personal accounts than to the detached and objective statements made about the findings in traditional educational research reports.

Despite the multiplicity of content within an action research report and the use of a personalised style of writing, it has to be remembered that action researchers have to make claims to know their own educational development through their ability to form theories about their practice. Winter in (1988) voices concern that the narrative styles adopted by action researchers and the story-telling nature of their reports might threaten the validity of action research inquiries:

“how could telling a story be analogous to providing a theory? Certainly we can see the nature of the problem which the ‘narrative form’ is intended to solve: when practitioners carry out research, the aim is both a description, which will seem plausible because of its richness of ‘contingent’ detail derived from the situation itself (hence ‘naturalistic’), and the creation of a theory, which we may take to be a structure that in some sense lies behind those details and gives them a pattern and a significance in relation to other situations. There is thus a tension for the case study writer between achieving validity through the exhaustive accumulation of details and through the selective organization of those details. Now, given that practitioners writing case studies have limited time and resources, attempts at exhaustiveness will never seem sufficient, so we will always face the question: how can our inevitable selectivity be more than a personal opinion? What procedure might give ‘selection’ the status of ‘theory’?”

In other words, how can action research reports be presented such that they stand up against the criticism that the methodology lacks validity and reliability? Adelman in his article “The practical ethic takes priority over methodology” in Carr (1989) laments that there is a:

“paucity of high quality case studies by teachers and collaborators, displaying the sources and the practical outcomes of reflection on curriculum, pedagogy, assessment or educational management. The published studies, most of which seem to be summaries of masters dissertations, rarely extend beyond personal awareness.”

Adelman argues that it is insufficient for an action research account to show how an aspect of teaching can be improved. Because teaching, like nursing, journalism and politics involve making ethical choices, the action research account should reflect how these choices are made by the teacher and her collaborators. Adelman is of the view that action research accounts should not merely be illustrations of the methodology of action research but should instead demonstrate the reflection on research data that brings to light one’s own teaching competence and the ensuing consequences. Like Winter, Adelman is concerned that something should be learnt as a result of carrying out an action research inquiry and that this learning is manifested through the ability to do the following:

“If you accept teaching as a practical ethic, then action research into teaching must include theorizing about what is learnt through research on one’s own teaching. Furthermore, the theorizing cannot be delimited to specific items, events, phenomena, but must try to make explicit relationships between the categories used by the action researcher in trying to make sense of the knowledge gained by data collection from the social, objective and subjective worlds.”

Practical ethic is what Schwab (1969) means by practical reasoning on the ethical consequences of actions. Adelman’s determination in promoting high quality action research is contained in the concluding paragraph of this article:

“To gain credibility, educational action researchers must make greater demands on themselves and those with whom they collaborate in their theorizing about issues of the practical ethic of professions. We should be reluctant to publish studies that do not show understanding of the practical ethic, of  theorizing or of issue clarification. We should identify practitioners’ case studies that fulfil these criteria and build our understanding of issues from there.”

I share the concern of Winter and Adelman that action research reports should provide evidence that the action research inquiry has been conducted in a rigorous way and therefore the findings that emanate from it are valid and reliable and useful to the community to which it speaks. the literature on action research does not show that there is consensus as to what should constitute the appropriate criteria for judging action research accounts. It is because of this that action research inquiries are documented in different ways depending on how the researcher justifies the way of presentation. It is especially important for me to work out a set of criteria which will give guidance in going through the action research process in a rigorous way and in the compilation of an action report that is credible and convincing because of the positivistic environment that I shall be doing action research in. I firmly believe that:

“Action research stands or falls by its demonstrable relevance to the practical ethic of education, as well as whether it is reliable, valid and refutable as a methodology.”

(Adelman in Carr, 1989)

Therefore criteria are necessary for three reasons. Firstly, they guide action and thoughts and serve to orientate the teacher researcher towards her goal enabling her to proceed in her inquiry in a systematic way. Secondly, they allow her to compile the report of her action research inquiry, not just truly representing the course of the inquiry but also capturing her emotions and educational development accurately. Finally, the criteria form the basis on which the inquiry and the claims to educational development of the teacher researcher are judged to be worthwhile and useful to other practitioners.

In order to decide on the criteria that would perform the three functions outlined above, I will have to define action research again. I shall recapitulate McNiff’s (1988) description of action research which I find to be succinct in its capturing of the very essence of action research:

“action research is an approach to improving education through change, by encouraging teachers to be aware of their own practice, to be critical of that practice, and to be prepared to change it. It is participatory, in that it involves the teacher in his own enquiry, and collaborative, in that it involves other people as part of a shared inquiry….It encourages teachers to become adventurous and critical in their thinking, to develop theories and rationales for their practice, and to give reasoned justification for their public claims to professional knowledge.”

Complementing this description is Bassey’s (1983) view that valid research studies are:

“prepared as a sustained form of enquiry which is systematic, coherent, critical and self-critical and which through publication, contributes to the advancement of knowledge…”

Together the two descriptions shall form the basis upon which I shall discuss how I think action research inquiries should be judged. Action research is concerned with the educational development of the teacher researcher who in making her claim to educational knowledge shares with others what she has learnt in the hope that they too can draw some insights from her learning to help them improve their practice.

How should Action Research Reports be Judged?

The objections to action research as a legitimate way of doing educational research is exemplified in the following extract from Cohen and Manion (1989):

“That the method should be lacking in scientific rigour, however, is not surprising since the very factors which make it distinctively what it is – and therefore of value in certain contexts – are the antithesis of true experimental research. The points usually made are: that its objective is situational and specific (unlike the scientific method which goes beyond the solution of practical problems); its sample is restricted and unrepresentative; it has little or no control over independent variables; and its findings are not generalisable but generally restricted to the environment in which the research is carried out. While these criticisms hold in most cases, it is important that we refer again to the environment in which the research is carried out. It is important that we refer again to the qualification made earlier; that as research programmes become more standardised, less personalised and more ‘open’, some of these stricture at least will become less valid.

Anyone who knows about action research can see the fallacy of the argument above. The criticism is invalid because the standard by which action research is judged is that of experimental research and even the positivists will agree that action research in no way resembles experimental research – not in philosophy or methodology. It is much like judging the beauty of eastern women based on the western concept of beauty – the eastern women will forever be losers. Action research is by its very nature the antithesis of experimental research and words like “sample”, “representativeness” and “independent variables” are alien to the vocabulary of action researchers. Action research belongs to the alternative paradigm and it is about human beings doing research rather than research done on human beings and as such it should never become “less standardised” and “less personalised” because if it did, then it would lose the very character that distinguishes it from traditional research.

The new situation which positivists are unable to cope with is the absence of statistical instruments. To positivists, an action research inquiry appears to be highly personal, subjective, anecdotal and unsystematic. But if the positivists were to break out of their blinkered view of educational research and dare to focus on a terrain that they normally avoid looking at, they may realise that it does possess all the features that mark out their own territory as superior. All they need to do is to see the point made by Feyerabend (1988):

“standards which are intellectual measuring instruments often have to be invented, to make sense of new historical situations just as measuring instruments have constantly to be invented to make sense of new physical situations.”

Feyerabend (1988) provides the setting for discussion when he said:

“It is asked how research leading to the revision of standards is to be evaluated. For example, when and on what grounds shall we be satisfied that research containing inconsistencies has revealed a fatal shortcoming of the standard of non-contradiction? The question makes as little sense as the question what measuring instruments will help us to explore an as yet unspecified region of the universe.”

With educational research now moving towards a region where individual and collective judgement of teachers is seen as more meaningful than the objective knowledge of the researcher whose ‘wisdom’ is extracted using quantitative methods, we are entering into a new region where we should not be afraid to be:

“articulating unusual intellectual, social, emotional tendencies, no matter how strange they may seem when viewed through the spectacles of established theories or standards. It would be silly to disregard physical features that do not agree with deeply ingrained spiritual notions. But it is equally shortsighted to curtail fantasies, and, in fact, the entire subjectivity of human beings are just as much a part of the world as fleas, stones and quarks and there is no reason why we should change them to protect the latter.”

(Ibid.)

We should not be afraid to be different if the act of being different leads to improvement and progress but we should beware of losing our sense of direction and our audience along the way. That is why it is necessary to know what is expected of us by the “public” in order that we may put together a product that satisfies both ourselves as researchers and the people judging the worth of our work. However, the product in this case should also reflect the process of the inquiry and by process I do not mean just description of the methodology of carrying out the inquiry.

Documenting the Process

The process of doing action research for me which is meaningful is that of the living educational theory approach which seeks answers to the question “How do I improve my practice” by moving through the stages where the living “I” experience problems when education values are negated in practice, imagine ways of overcoming those problems, act on a chosen solution, evaluate the outcomes of actions and modify problems, ideas and actions in the light of evaluations. These stages outlined by Whitehead are essential in guiding the teacher in carrying out her inquiry systematically. They should not however be seen as a prescription that must be religiously adhered to. Whitehead emphasises that his form of inquiry is not meant to be a model but rather that it enables the living “I” to be creative and exploratory in its quest to resolve the contradictions experienced to move towards improvement. (Whitehead, transcript 1). Action researchers should pay attention to the form because it ensures that the process unfolds in a systematic and logical way but should not be inhibited by it so much so that the creativity and exploratory character of the inquiry is sacrificed. In addition, action researchers should also be able to convey what Adelman in Carr calls the “practical ethic”. He expresses this concern in the following way:

“Teachers doing research on their own practice, in collaboration with those from higher education and agencies, does not ensure that the issues researched are any less innocuous, even when they relate to concerns in pedagogy, curriculum, assessment or educational management. Ironically, a democratic methodology such as action research may be used to promote and exacerbate inequalities of opportunity, process and outcome.

Thus the disappointment on reading teachers, action research reports as purveyed by Hustler et al. (1986), McNiff (1988), Ebbutt and Elliot (1985). Without attributing any blame or incompetence to the teachers involved, what these accounts reflect is the belief that an aspect of teaching can be improved if it more effectively achieves a desired outcome. What these cases lack is the hard, joint theorizing on the relationships of values, action and consequences prior to the devising of flesh options for action. An understanding of teaching as a species of practical ethic is lacking (italics mine). These accounts read like the pursuit of certitude, of effectiveness or predictability and in this sense are indistinguishable from the positivistic, single-item, cause-effect research which the promulgation of teaching as a practical ethic has tried to replace.”

I think what Adelman would like to see is evidence that the teacher researcher has been engaged in a process in which she has been engaged both intellectually and emotionally and in so doing has been transformed into a being who is now wiser and more endowed with the necessary qualities to improve the process of education. The action research process has inherent properties that allow teacher researchers the liberty to be reflective, expressive and creative in a way that results in her educational development. The problem is how can this process be documented accurately to reflect the educational development of the teacher researcher in order for it to make a worthwhile contribution to teacher’s knowledge.

It is easy to write up reports in a very structured manner much like the way traditional reports are written up with neat headings like “Introduction”, “Frame of Reference”, Purpose of Research”, “Methodology” etc or even to compartmentalise the report according to the stages outlined by Whitehead in his living educational theory approach to education. However what is more difficult is the ability to show through the form, the richness and variety of content that is made up of dialectics, reflection, critical thinking, contradictions and emotions that fluctuate with tension and resolution and at the same time compile a report that is coherent and enjoyable to read. This was what Whitehead meant when he said in reply to my question asking him if his way of doing action research was through the use of a model and that it could be seen as being prescriptive in nature:

“I don’t use the word ‘model’ and one of the reasons is that if people identify with that form of inquiry which is I experience a problem when some of my values are negated, I imagine and act and evaluate and modify – it may appear to be a model….Wittgenstein has a lovely view about philosophy and an approach where he said that if you understand what I have been doing, you may use my work as a ladder but you will learn how to throw the ladder away and move on on your own. Now I think the case studies that we have got building up in the School of Education show how people initially liked that process or problem, they imagined what to do, they’ve acted, evaluated and modified and when you have looked at all the accounts that were written, you will be able to see that process working in various cycles throughout their work but I think that quite a number of people have moved beyond that form for presenting their accounts. One of them is exploring the use of the narrative to communicate his ideas. So I think what that form of inquiry gives you is a systematic form that appears to be common sense because they reflect on how they have gone about solving practical problems. They can recognise that that is a way in which they move forward. But I think there is this danger that you are right to say it could then be used as a prescription that I think would be a mistake. People can each individual’s form of life is in a very important sense unique…”

How do we convey the uniqueness of our individual form of life? How do we communicate that form of life to others in a way that the report can be judged to be of high quality in that it (a) represents truthfully the educational development of the teacher; (b) is higher readable in that it is clear, coherent and enjoyable to read; (c) is meaningful to teachers in that they are able to gain insights from the learning experience of the teacher researcher about how their own practice may be improved and (d) is useful to teachers in helping them improve their own practice.

The Criterion of Truthfulness

“Case study is the way of the artist, who achieves greatness when, through the portrayal of a single instance locked in time and circumstance, he communicates enduring truths about the human condition. For both scientist and artist, content and intent emerge in form.”

(McDonald and Walker, 1975)

The content and intent embodied in the form of the living educational approach to action research can be truthfully depicted by descriptions and explanations of a dynamic movement towards change – change in terms of the educational development of the teacher researcher and change in her practice for the better. As dialectics is central to the living educational theory and central to dialectics is contradiction, the case study of our journey across these tumultuous situations should portray honestly the nature of the tensions and the reflection, critical thinking, emotions and actions taken in the resolution of those tensions. In telling others what we have been through and what we have learnt as a result of having undergone the process of making an inquiry into our practice, we have to go beyond the description of the methodology for:

“Action research is not dispassionate, academic enquiry. It may be deeply rooted in the researcher’s personal history, professional biography and commitment to children. As such, it should be seen as distinct from traditional scholarly forms of research and should be judged accordingly.”

(Dadds, 1991)

For this reason, I advocate that an action research inquiry be judged according to how honest, sincere and self-aware (Elliot, 1990) the teacher researcher has been in the presentation of her experience for public scrutiny. Other teachers reading this report of her inquiry are in the position to judge the validity of the work. Stenhouse in Rudduck and Hopkins (1985) makes the following point that I agree with:

 “All too often educational research is presented as if its results could only be criticised technically and by other researchers. But I am arguing that it should be subject to critical appraisal by those who have educational rather than research experience…You might be tempted to appeal to research as a source of authority which will exempt you from the need to make judgements. You would be making an error if you were to regard this research – indeed, most educational research – in that light.”

The concern is with how truth is recorded, how it is analysed and how it is written up in a way that the teacher researcher can honestly say that the description and explanation of the inquiry does represent truly the educational development of the teacher researcher. At the same time those looking for insights to help them improve their own practice can in the light of their experience derive some usefulness from the account.

Action research inquiries capture massive qualitative data that cannot be conveniently sifted through the computer and categorised into neat statistical results for analysis. The evidence on videotapes, audiotapes, photographs and other materials defy neat categorisations. Positivists look on this aspect of action research as a line of weakness which not endure generalised accusations such as the one represented below by Dr Jim Harvey: 

“The teachers look at their experience in the classroom and what do they do is they collect a series of recordings of events. People will say, ’Have you been excessively selective?’ In other words have you picked only those that will justify what you want to use later on. It’s difficult to argue against that, isn’t it?”

(Transcript 5)

 I would argue that if selectivity is in the nature of a crime then researchers using quantitative methods are equally guilty. What represents validity in quantitative research is also based on selection of the sample group, on what the researcher decides should be analysed and what he/she decides is significant by the choice of levels of significance in statistical tests. It is the prerogative of the researcher doing quantitative research to make choices in the way described and therefore action researchers should be accorded the same treatment although the choices they make are based on human judgement. The following statement from Elliot (1990) could easily apply to both quantitative and action research:

“Judgements about validity not only include assessments of accuracy of descriptions, but also assessments of their relevance in capturing what is important in the situation.”

The difference is that the data captured in an action research inquiry defies statistical analysis and what is accurate and relevant has to be determined by analysis of dialogues recorded on videotapes, audiotapes and diaries. What she judges to be relevant would be those portions that are to her significant in her educational development, and are meaningful and interesting to others in the profession. Once these have been decided upon, she should communicate her learning in the way that Rogers (1980) would do:

“What I would like to do is very simple indeed. I would like to share with you some of the things I have learned for myself in regard to communication. These are personal learnings growing out of my own experience. I am not attempting at all to say that you should learn or do these same things but I feel that if I can report my own experience honestly enough, perhaps you can check what I say against your own experience and decide as to its truth or falsity for you.”

As dialogues are the logical tools of dialectics that move an inquiry from the question “How do I improve my practice?” through the action research process in search of solutions, it is important that these dialogues are documented truthfully. There are two types of dialogues: those that one holds with oneself and those that one holds with others. Whichever one it is, a dialogue is “conversation or talk; discussion between people with different opinions.” (Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, 1989). It should be what Feyerabend (1988) refers to as an “open exchange” which he says is:

“guided by a pragmatic philosophy. The tradition adopted by the parties is unspecified in the beginning and develops as the exchange goes along. The participants get immersed into each others’ way of thinking, feeling, perceiving to such an extent that their ideas, perceptions, world views may be entirely changed – they become different people participating in a new and different tradition.”

How should dialogue with others be presented truthfully and what part of the dialogues recorded should be selected to reflect the validity of the claims made by the teacher researcher? Based on Feyeraband’s concept of an “open exchange” in dialogue, I would say that validity and truth comes from the ability of individuals to express freely their thoughts and feelings and the conscious effort of both to listen and respect each others’ view in working towards harmony. If we want the truth to emerge from dialogue then we should avoid conversations which are:

“reminiscent of the potlatches of the Indians of the North West coast of America. They vied with each other by burning their possessions to demonstrate their superiority; we, less wastefully, cap each other’s verbal sallies with our own. We seldom, as in real conversation, create a common world by sensitively inserting a piece like a painter elaborating an impression.”

(Peters, 1973)

Ensuring that the dialogues in a research inquiry possess the qualities above, there is still the problem of analysis and interpretation to be overcome. Elliot (1990) in writing about the difficulty in validating case studies is confident that the researcher is capable of discerning what is accurate and relevant despite the experiential nature of the data collected. He asked that researchers:

“learn to tolerate ambiguity and welcome the prospect of endless dialogue and argument with each other. For such dialogue is not fruitless. In dialogue we change and modify our own perspectives by bringing them into opposition with alternatives and viewing each in the light of the other.”

Winter (1989) in arguing for rigour in the analysis of data proposes six criteria, one of  that is the principle of dialectic critique which is based on dialectics. In applying this principle, the researcher should be able to identify the contradictions not just within herself but also in the conversations with her collaborators and others such as her students and document them. She should also be able to trace in parallel her own educational development alongside the development of the conversations from uncertainty, contradiction to resolution and transformation.

More than just being able to record the process of educational development, one should be able to render forcefully in an action research report the critical thinking and reflection that went into the dialectic process of converting tensions into harmonious states. It is a task that takes a lot of effort but if one undertakes it with the aim of telling the truth of one’s experience and what one had learnt from it then half the battle is won. I should know because I have undergone exactly the process of dialectic critique. Chapter 6 of this dissertation is proof of how I had ploughed through pages of transcripts of interview data to derive from it those significant and relevant portions into which I had intervowen emotions, critical thinking and reflections to present a truthful and coherent account of my educational development.

The Criterion of Learning from Self-Expression

It is difficult to write about feelings in a work that is to be published. Talking to oneself is not considered important enough to warrant printing in traditional research. Subjectivity is locked away to give way to objective presentation of research findings. In action research, such dialogues are vital in helping the researcher understand deeply what she is doing and provide information to those reading her report that will enable them to judge her work more accurately. It is towards these ends that an action researcher should not be afraid to be honest about her feelings and thoughts that she should express freely in her report. The overall writing style should be personal and in my opinion the most appropriate style should reflect the personal engagement of the researcher and I have found that for me the most appropriate style is the narrative style ie story-telling. There is nothing to prevent the style from being poetic or artistic in parts. A picture is worth a thousand words and when words fail to express, it would be much better to draw if one is good at drawing. Cartoons, drawings, photographs and even drama could be used to communicate feelings, thoughts and ideas if these are felt to be more effective than words. However, it is understandable that revealing too much of oneself can be a threat to one’s security especially when one’s work is published:

“Laying one’s work open and public for others’ benefit is an act of personal and profession exposure….The researcher risks judgement on many levels when their work becomes public.”

(Dadds, 1991)

In my view, action researchers should not be ashamed to be self-expressive and to be creative in the way they present their experience through the process of action research because the research they have engaged in is a personal endeavour. How else can human experience be expressed truthfully and how else can research be more valid unless we are able to show that we have been personally responsible for the discovery and generation of educational knowledge. Lindeman (1926) gave us this gem  years before anyone had heard of action research:

“We need, then to be educated for self-expression because individuality is the most precious gift we have to bring to the world – and further, because the personal self can never be adequately represented by proxy. Personality becomes dynamic in terms of intelligent self-expression.”

From experience I know how difficult it is to break with tradition and to write in the first person instead of the usual third. But we, as action researchers would do well to take a lesson from Rogers (1980) on writing for a public audience:

It is very hard for me, as for other writers, to get close to myself when I start to write. It is so easy to be distracted by the possibility of saying things that will catch the approval or will look good to colleagues or make a popular appeal. How can I listen to the things that I really want to say and write? It is difficult. Sometimes I even have to trick myself to get close to what is in me. I tell myself that I am not writing for publication; I am just writing for my own satisfaction.”

In documenting my first action research inquiry I had found that the most difficult barrier I had to overcome was the necessity of writing a diary. In the first instance, I did not see what writing a diary had anything to do with research and in the second, I had been trained to write objectively in my work and have done so for years. Writing the journal started out as a task to be completed because the tutor had asked for it to be done. But it was the process of expressing my thoughts and individuality and having the courage to commit to paper my precise feelings about what my values or concern in teaching were that marked my crucial entry into action research. My journal entry “Week 1 – Wednesday” in Appendix D documents my thought processes and feelings in attempting to answer the question about my values as a teacher. I was able to write with honesty and abandon because I had not realised that my journal was going to be a part of my action research report. When I eventually did, I was by then able to see the value of that piece of personal writing as being relevant to my research inquiry and for my inquiry to make sense to people reading it.

Writing a diary was like play – I had not written a diary since I was thirteen and it had taken some effort to get used to the idea that having fun in writing a research report is all right and in the case of action research reports, it is even vital for authenticity:

“Unfortunately, at least in recent years, teachers have rarely had or used the luxury of unencumbered or impractical learning, of theoretical playfulness, of learning just to learn, without immediate concern for consequences in practice. Were we to suddenly have this time, and to choose to use it, it would take some adjustment to loosen and disengage the blindfolds which restrict and color our possibilities.”

(Holly, 1991)

Once I had overcome the initial inhibition, I found that keeping a journal of my feelings throughout my action research inquiry was not just play but was a very important part of a learning process which includes learning about a new way of doing educational research and learning about myself. I have learnt that in doing action research, one has to struggle out of the chains that bind us to tradition in order that we may experience alternative and more meaningful ways of knowing how to improve our practice.

   It is my personal experience in writing this dissertation that I had felt the necessity to hinge my thoughts on other people’s thoughts especially in the first three chapters. However, as my confidence grew with my expanding knowledge base and experience, I found myself resenting having to read and use the thoughts of others to justify my own views. The urge to hear my own voice became almost insuppressible at some points especially when I felt my experience was more valuable than the ability to use the appropriate quotation at the right time. The evidence that I have learnt from self-expression can be seen in this dissertation in the documentation of the learning process I underwent from heavy dependence on the work of others to make a case for action research to hearing my own voice express my thoughts, ideas and values.

Thus the criterion of learning from self-expression is operative if the teacher researcher shows in her writing of the action research account that she is able to articulate the thoughts and ideas of others and ultimately is able to express her own ideas, thoughts and feelings freely as her knowledge and experience grows with the inquiry.

The Criterion of Readability

What kind of an action research report would facilitate reading which is both easy to digest and enjoyable? In my view a report that displays these characteristics is one that is clear, coherent, concise and fun to read. An action research report need not be formal and boring because people are interested in finding out about other people – how they feel and behave as human beings even in the context of work. Autobiographies, transcriptions of tape-recorded conversations and discussion, diaries or journals are ways of giving colour and life to a report that makes it distinctively a documentation of an action research inquiry.

Although action research reports are by their very nature personalised accounts of a teacher researcher’s educational development, they should by no means be so personal in their presentation that comprehensibility is sacrificed. The action report can be equated to a work of art in which the artist expresses himself through a medium and style that he feels comfortable with. However, the artist does not exist alone. He is only able to speak through his art provided there is an appreciative audience. Likewise the work of the action researcher is only meaningful in its contribution to educational knowledge to the extent that others can make sense of it.  Therefore, in my view, an action research report that is able to capture and sustain the attention of its readers is one that does not sound like a textbook. What matters is the ability of the writer to project his/her experience in full technicolour on paper and when one reads such a report, one is able to follow the process of the inquiry, understand the reasoning, vicariously experience the dynamics of the dialectics involved and at the end of the reading, is refreshed with ideas as to how one can improve one’s practice.

Readability as I see it based on the form of the presentation which should have the qualities of conciseness, clarity, and coherence. An action research report does not have to be like a conventional report which is:  

“Linear presenting a chronology of events, or a sequence of cause and effect; they are presented in the single voice of the author, who organizes evidence to support his or her conclusions, so that the report will seem authoritative and ‘convincing’ to readers.”

(Winter, 1989)

Winter’s proposal is that a report should have a “plural structure” which is based on the notion that a report should contain:

“various accounts and various critiques of those accounts, ending not with conclusions (intended to be ‘convincing’) but with questions and possibilities (intended to be ‘relevant’ in various ways for different readers).”

(Ibid.)

Although I agree with Winter’s idea of a plural structure and his arguments for it, I am concerned that the presentation should not be a disjoint collage of events but rather it should have the characteristic of a montage – a combination of accounts each with its own distinctive feature but without being confusing because of the disparity in form and style of writing. Even if the report is in the nature of a “plural text” it should still fulfil the requirements of conciseness, clarity, and coherence.

The Criterion of Usefulness

The argument against action research has often its inability to be generalisable to other instances; that it lacks “external validity”. These are positivistic terms that are inapplicable to research that belongs to another paradigm. But underlying all types of research inquiries is the concept of usefulness. Remove the terms like “generalisability” and “external validity” and what remains is the usefulness of the research inquiry to other practitioners. The positivist’s notion of usefulness is represented by the extraction of “universal truths” from a research study and to the extent that this is successful, the research findings are pronounced as having varying degrees of external validity. In action research the basic premise is that no two teaching situations are exactly alike for the research findings to have the same effect. The situation is dynamic and human, not in the same category as fruit flies or fields of crop. Therefore I would agree with Elliot’s view on the nature of ‘experiential case studies’ that they can be externally valid because:

“here validity rests on their usefulness as projective models for others in exploring their own unique situations.”

(Elliot, 1989)

It is not important that the truth of an action report be hailed as scientific discovery that promises a better world for all its inhabitants. It is enough that even one person reading an action report is able to derive some usefulness from it and Winter (1989) sums up the situation when he said:

“one does not need to address explicity a universal audience or to utter a statement in the form of a universal law in order for one's ’words to have a general significance: 'significance' is, in a very important sense, in the mind of the beholder, as an interpretation which finds points of contact, of relevance, to which the beholder can relate.”

Therefore, as long as an action inquiry has meaning for even one person who is moved to do something about his own practice using the wisdom encapsulated in an action research report, then I would say that that inquiry had not been in vain.

Having set up the criteria for judging action research accounts, I shall, in the next chapter, address the kind of values to which I am committed in carrying out action research back in Singapore.

CHAPTER 6

THE ART IN AN EDUCATIONAL INQUIRY
In Chapter 1, I had likened the writing of this dissertation to Dewey’s (1934) notion of building a cathedral:

“Probably the esthetic quality of medieval cathedrals is due in some measure to the fact that their constructions were not so much controlled by plans and specifications made in advance as is now the case. Plans grew as the building grew…Every work of art follows the plan of, and pattern of, a complete experience, rendering it more intensely and concentratedly felt.”

I had made many changes to the original outline of my dissertation in the course of writing but the overall objective of the dissertation has always been kept in sight. Each change had followed reflection upon what I had written and consultation with my supervisor. The writing of the previous chapters was pure labour of thoughts. However, I feel that it somehow lacked the esthetic quality that Dewey was talking about. It did not possess the intensity of a “complete experience”. It was a technically competent piece of work so far – the cathedral is merely structurally sound.

This last chapter is part of the dissertation where art enters it. Art as defined by Dewey (1934) is not an object to be put on a pedestal and admired by the privileged few. Instead art should be seen in the light of the experience of the artist in the creation of an object.

“With respect to the physical materials that enter into the formation of a work of art, everyone knows that they must undergo change. Marble must be chipped; pigments must be laid on canvas; words must be put together. It is not so generally recognized that a similar transformation takes place on the “inner” materials, images, observations, memories and emotions. They are also progressively re-formed; they, too must be administered. This modification is the building up of a truly expressive act. The impulsion that seethes as a commotion demanding utterance must undergo as much and as careful management in order to receive eloquent manifestations as marble or pigment, as colours and sounds.”

(Ibid.)

In this chapter, you will be able to see how the commotion of emotions arose within me, how they were managed and directed towards manifestation as a work of art. I will show that the writing of this chapter has been an experience that follows the order below:

“Life itself consists of phases in which the organism falls out of step with the march of surrounding things and then recovers unison with it – either through effort or by some happy chance. And, in a growing life, the recovery is never mere return to a prior state, for it is enriched by the state of disparity and resistance through which it has successfully passed….Life grows when a temporary falling out is a transition to a more extensive balance of the energies of the organism with those of the conditions under which it lives.”

(Ibid.)

It is the story of how I had passed through the turmoils experienced when I discovered that my values were in conflict with those advocated in the living educational approach to action research and how I resolved those conflicts, finding a balance between my "energies" and the conditions under which I live in my country and in so doing I have fashioned a work of art out of the rigid structure of the earlier chapters. The content of this chapter is made up of real-life experience, a large part of it was derived from the tape-recording of the third and fourth conversations I had with Jack Whitehead and an interview with Jim Harvey, Director of Studies (Transcripts 3, 4 and 5).

Dances with Action Research

I was courting action research for the six months that I had been on the two action research modules. There were times when I had wanted to call off the relationship and there were times when I considered marriage. At the end of my assignment for the second module I saw myself very much like the hero in the firm “Dances with Wolves” and summed up my feelings for action research in the following way:

“I see the present stage of my development in action research as being at the point where the soldier, out of loneliness at his post, built a fire and did a Red Indian Dance round it. He was able to forget his inhibitions and the fact that he was white and for the duration of the dance he was just communicating with his friends through dance unaware that they were watching him. He was called Dances with Wolves because a wolf was near him when he was dancing. Perhaps I may be called at this stage of my educational development – Dances with Action Research. Perhaps I am shedding my inhibitions more and more now that my understanding of Action Research has deepened through the two inquiries I carried out in this assignment.”

(Kok, 1991)

As a result of my intense involvement with action research over a period of six months, I had decided to probe deeper into this unorthodox way of doing educational research through a dissertation that I knew would take me to the core of action research based on the living educational theory approach. As can be seen from the previous chapters in this dissertation, I had positive feelings about action research as the sensible alternative to the traditional method of doing educational research. I had demonstrated my understanding of the form and content of the living educational theory in the preceding chapters. From there, I could have proceeded according to my original plan of applying the set of criteria I came up with to some action research case-studies and finish up the dissertation with whether I thought action research was capable of standing up to criticisms that it lacked rigour and validity. This plan was not followed through because after the first two interviews with Jack Whitehead in which the purpose was to get real-life knowledge about his theory, it suddenly dawned on me that there were ideas that I could not agree with and that there existed fundamental differences between Whitehead’s and my concept of what “values” should be.

Experience of Disharmony

It all began when I discovered that the values that permeated the action research inquiries of both Whitehead and those who practice his living educational theory approach to action research, were values that I could not advocate and accept as the dynamic force behind the action research that I would do in the VITB. It was not so much the discovery of the difference in values between us but the realisation that in order to do action research and be true to the living educational theory of Jack Whitehead, I would have to actively promote the values that form the basis of his theory. Because of the realisation that there was no way in which I could take action research back to my place of work with the values held by Whitehead that a sense of alienation overcame me. Although I have adopted the form of the living educational theory approach to action research, I was not prepared to retain the values that were central to this approach:

Peggy:
I notice that the values that you hold are very strong in the areas of democracy, justice and freedom and when I looked through the case studies, these values were also reflected there in the work of Erica, Kevin Eames and Moira. These are the values you hold and which others working with you are also holding. That’s why you aim for change, not just in the teachers but also in the students for a better society, am I right?

Jack:    Yes you are right, go on.

Peggy: I was confused all over again. I read Dewey’s (1966) “Democracy and Education”, the chapter on “Vocational Aspects of Education”. I read it some time ago but did not find that I could use any of it, didn’t really get much from it. Yesterday, I read the chapter again, took down some notes and found myself disagreeing with the whole lot of it. That’s (what Dewey had written) the ideal. Where I come from and you know it, it’s the total opposite of what Dewey is advocating for education and vocational training. What he disagrees with, I agree with because that’s my society and then I began to ask myself, “Can I have these values of freedom, democracy and justice?” Well, as an individual, as a person, probably. I don’t know. But being where I am, in that kind of set-up, I cannot hold these values because if I do, it will be in total opposition to my place of work and even my country. I can’t go back and ask the trainers to train their students to be more democratic, to question because we are in training and it is very complicated. The students who come to us are not academically inclined. They come to us for a skill and all we teach them is skills and our better society is that they get a job, everybody gets a home and we have progress in our way – mechanistic, materialistic but that is our way of life.”

What then are the values that I hold which are contrary to those held by Whitehead?

“If I go back, what are my values and if I intend to do action research there, I must have values because it (action research) is meaningless without the values. I would say that based on who I am, what I have been through, the situation I am in, who I work for, my country, I think that my values would be inline with those of the government, and that is “excellence” in whatever you do and I will hold this value when I train my students and they will do likewise when they train their students.”

Whitehead made his view regarding educational values very clear when he said:

“Now this is something that you and I have talked about, about the way which in educational research, it is the values which characterise whether that what you are doing is educational or not. And you know within my own culture, I have selected values which I think have universal potential, they may not have, but I they have and those are the ones you’ve picked out – democracy, freedom and justice.”

(All extracts above are from Transcript 3)

The following extracts from the transcript of the fourth conversation we had provide further clarification of Whitehead’s position:

Peggy: We were talking about values and how your set of values of democracy, freedom and justice are fine for your culture and in a way you are going for social revolution. Jim had said, “Jack is for revolution, I’m for evolution” (Transcript 5). What do you have to say?

Jack:    I think that if we take the positive view of revolution which is Kuhn’s idea and take the debates he had with Popper about changing a way of thinking, changing the way we act in the world then yes, I feel I am a revolutionary in that sense. Now, I take that to be a positive view – revolution – where you get paradigm changes. Kuhn talked about the structure of scientific revolution in a very positive way. It was a way of taking ideas forward. But if he used it in a way which tended to have negative connotation which have to do with the revolutions in places like the Soviet Union because of commitment to a particular ideology so that it became a class struggle between capital and labour, then in that sense of a revolution, then I am not a revolutionary. My own belief is that if you work from what I call the ideological base, if you work trying to transform the way people think, the values they subscribe to, the form of action that they take, then you will lead to social improvement, you will lead to the transformation of the world to greater democracy, to greater freedom and greater justice. Now that is where I place my faith for social change and social improvement rather than in mobilising on a class-based struggle, the power relations between relations between power and labour.  

Why was there a conflict and why couldn’t the conflict of values be resolved? My difficulty in fully accepting Whitehead’s values as the basis for the action research that I would be prepared to do lies in the explanation below:

“I really appreciate that I have come into a culture where I am exposed to these values, like you say they are universal values. But also I have to fight against what I am, what I have been brought up as, the country I grew up in, the set-up that I work with. So I find that on the one hand these are human values (democracy, freedom and justice) that I should as a human being hold, on the other hand, I am in a country where I see progress, I don’t see people starving, I don’t see beggars and for everything the government takes from us – the taxes – we get it all back. People have homes so I think it is not bad too and what Dewey says about vocational training, that it should not be slotting people, putting people into specific occupations and then they are stuck for life, well, I don’t agree with that. To a certain extent it is true, people who are streamed or channelled find themselves in vocational training and they will be technicians, they work in factories but it is not true to the extent that the government makes sure of progression for people in their lines of work. There are classes, funds for training, you can study, you can move, you are not stuck in a rut, you are not forever a production worker….i don’t agree with Dewey’s view but of course he is in another culture that is different from mine. He has not been in my culture to see that done in a way which he thinks is wrong, things work and people are happy.”

I agree that the values of freedom, democracy and justice are universal in that they do promote peace and make the world a better place for every one in it. I respect people who hold these values and believe that the world should be transformed through education towards those ends. I experience a great tension in trying to sort out two sets of values (a) the values of freedom, democracy and justice which I can see are noble and agree that people should hold these values for a quality of life that goes beyond material and economic successes and (b) the value of excellence in whatever we strive towards be it at a personal, group, work or national level. I believe that the first set of values is good but I happen to place more importance on the second set of values and both sets are directly opposing in nature but at the end of the day, it’s the second set of values that won:

“you’ve dealt with something which is really fundamental in terms of the economic and material base of people’s existence which is a value which doesn’t come into democracy, justice and freedom that we do need that value that the vast majority of us place on economic survival and you have actually put that as a central value. That is where there is a conflict between various values. Very different balance. But I think you’ve got on tape here the nature of the values that you hold.”

(Whitehead, Transcript 3)

Towards the end of the third interview, I still had not found a way to resolve the tension that was tormenting me:

Jack:   What you have got on tape here is very important about tension you have experienced and are experiencing.

Peggy: I am in training, not education. For twelve years I have been in vocational training and I can’t suddenly change and say that just because certain values are embraced in the West, this is progressive thinking and I should go back and advocate change for society through education.

Jack:    I suppose the difference is this: my work is in education, the degree you are going to get is a Master of Education. I think that we have actually fulfilled what I understand by the criteria of education. I’ve seen you thinking, developing. So from my point of view, the process of education I have seen working within you…

Peggy: I have been educated. I wasn’t educated in schools, I was taught. I wasn’t even educated in the university. But I think I truly had an education here.

Jack:    This is what my father told me about the university. He said that in his whole working life he had very little time to think because of the nature of his job and once you get into full-time employment you will find very little time to think because it should be educational. Now hopefully this year, you’ve been able to – and I’ve seen you working extremely hard but with the time to think, so even if you now go back into a context that – like my father was describing, the vast majority of his life is going to be training – is going to become better and more efficient and excellent in training, the fact that you’ve had twelve months…

I have had twelve months to think and I felt very privileged to have had this time to develop my mind but I was not contented with having had the time to think. I wanted something concrete, something usable, something that I could do in the future that would draw on all the thoughts and experience I had accumulated here in the University of Bath and which would enhance my practice cannot be measured in tangible terms. I should have been happy to finish this dissertation with what Whitehead had proposed in the third interview:

“What you could do is simply leave the ending of your dissertation where you are at the moment, that is, the recognition that there are different value positions within your own commitments and in the commitments of this group here, couldn’t you? I mean that is true.”

That was true – right to the very end of the third interview - that was the position I held. I left the interview feeling that an ending like that to the dissertation and to the one year of work in action research would have been education for education’s sake. My feelings were exactly those described below by Dewey (1934):

“The rhythm of loss of integration with environment and recovery of union not only persists in man but becomes conscious with him; its conditions are material out of which he forms purposes. Emotion is the conscious sign of a break, actual or impending. The discord is the occasion that induces reflection. Desire for restoration of the union converts mere emotion into interest in objects as conditions of realization of harmony. With the realization, material of reflection is incorporated into objects as their meaning. Since the artist cares in a particular way for the phase of experience in which union is achieved, he does not shun moments of resistance and tension. He rather cultivates them, not for their own sake but because of their potentialities, bringing to living consciousness an experience that is unified and total.”

I had wanted to write this dissertation the way an artist creates a work of art. I wanted to be able to step back when this dissertation is finished and be able to see a synthesis of all that I have thought about and experienced in the form of a harmonious whole. I needed to carry on, to move forward with what I had learnt. The stumbling block was my inability to take back with me the set of values of freedom, democracy and justice that was the motivating force behind the living educational approach to action research. I could import the method of doing action research and leave the values behind but that would be like telling people to how to do something without telling them why and without them wanting to change their own practice themselves. I was still plagued by the tension of seeing two sets of values which I could not reconcile and which I believe are equally good. To choose one over the other would mean annihilation of half of what I believe in and leave me with a sense of incompleteness. I was out of rhythm with life but I did not give up hope that my tensions could be resolved. If one can break one’s back doing manual work then my brain almost suffered the same fate. Fortunately, by the fourth interview the next day, I had found the synthesis I had been looking for.

Resolution

It was sheer agony trying to overcome this tension within me and to finally decide for myself what I should do. Peters (1973) was right when he wrote: 

“Independence of thought is not a natural unfolding; it is a laborious achievement.”

I had spent all my waking hours reflecting on the conversation with Whitehead in the third interview. I had to see things in perspective. I went home and read once more Corey’s (1953) “Action Research To Improve Schools” the first book written on action research in education. I read again Rudduck and Hopkins (1985) “Research as a basis for teaching: Readings from the work of Lawrence Stenhouse” and R.S. Peters’ (1959) “Authority, responsibility and education”. I then came to the following conclusion:

“Yesterday when I went home I was thinking of what Jim had said – I was listening to the tape of the interview with him on the bus – the first question he asked was “What’s the difference between action research and what Jack is doing?” I asked him what he thought action research was and he said that action research was just problem-solving. You don’t have to put the “I” in it. Values don’t have to come into it. I thought perhaps that’s another view of action research. I have been exposed to most of the time just your brand of it and I thought maybe it will be quite interesting to see if he’s right. I went back and read Corey and I find that this is nearer to Jim’s definition of action research – problem-solving. But it is one step ahead of Jim’s definition because Corey says that it is the practitioner who should do action research and he says that it has to be very scientifically done so he says you have to set up a hypothesis, test the hypothesis, not quite in the way that you do it but for example I may have this hypothesis that in this situation, if I applied this method the kids would do better. Then the teacher would either alone or collaboratively go into this action research. They could collect data, they could go into quantitative analysis, come to a decision, apply it and decide whether they have improved. So I find that this is still one step away from what Stenhouse is advocating. Stenhouse moves away from the quantitative but focusses more on the meaning generated by the teacher, what the teacher is capable of doing herself, because she has experience and knowledge, tacit knowledge that kind of thing. Then I find that what Stenhouse is advocating is still one step away from what you are doing. It appears to me that you take Stenhouse’s idea of the teacher as researcher but you put the “I” inside, the values. At the end of it I put it down in a hierarchy like this and said “Let’s look at Jim’s version, then go into Corey’s – because he was the first person to write about it – and then into Stenhouse and then into your theory. I find that of the four, maybe because I have spent so much time on your theory – but having looked at the overview in a way, I think that your theory is more powerful than all the rest because I’ve been through it and if you put the “I” in it, change will come because when you put “I” in it, it is the teacher who says, “I want to change because I see the need to change. Whereas in the other cases it is, “here’s the problem, how do you solve it?” Stenhouse is of course better than the other two because he says, “Look at the teacher, I believe that the teacher has the judgement to know what’s right and wrong and how to improve her practice.” But in your case you put the values in.

Having now put things in their proper perspective, I was able to resolve the tension of the past few days in the following way:

“When it comes to values of democracy, freedom and justice, I’ve thought about it. I said yesterday that I couldn’t bring those values back and use them as the base for the education of the trainees the way it is done here, you are actually educating your young to be more critical so that you move towards society which is more questioning and not take things handed down by the authority and the whole idea is you work towards a better society in that way, human rights and things like that. I thought about it, I can’t bring it back and have the trainees embrace these values. I can’t preach these values to the trainees in the VITB. But as I read R.S. Peters’ ‘Authority, responsibility and education’ the chapter on ‘Education and seeing what is there’ – there is this part where he said, ‘Individual inventiveness is always to be understood against a background of a public inheritance. And though good teachers always encourage individuals to develop their own point of view, they also provide them with the necessary equipment to have one. And it is education that provides this equipment, which transforms the wild wishes and intuitions of the individual into an informed understanding and inventiveness. For we have to be trained to see things as they are – and to see what no one else has seen. ‘ That’s what you are doing, you provide the teachers with the equipment i.e. through action research to be more critical, to be more open to ideas, to develop themselves and they in turn use this process to develop their students in that way. So you can do it this way. I thought about it, I like what R.S Peters said about providing teachers with the necessary equipment to develop their own point of view. I am a teacher trainer, or educator…whatever, well…my business is to train teachers to be effective in their job. If I can’t reach the students (trainees), I don’t think I want to because of my values, I could reach the teachers and say that if you want to improve your job then one way is to be more reflective, to be more critical and to work more democratically and collaboratively, to have part of these values (freedom, democracy and justice) so that they can improve their job and the consequence would be that the trainees will benefit because of their improvement. Just as I have come here and have gone through this process and I think educationally I have improved. I have read things which I have never read, I have been exposed to your theory, I have had these conversations with you to develop intellectually in this way. So I hope that when I go back and do action research it would be towards this end, that I would equip my trainers with whatever is necessary to develop their own points of view – to question me if I were to tell them that, ‘This method is good’ not to just take it but to question and to develop, to think what is good for them in their practice. That’s all I can do. I can’t go for social change.”

I found harmony at last in coming to a compromise between the values of freedom, democracy and justice and the values I held regarding excellence in doing a job. The action research that I take back with me to my place of work will be based on the values of excellence which I will promote in using action research in teacher training just as Whitehead promotes the values of freedom, democracy and justice in his action research activities in the United Kingdom. I have to make very clear that it is the value of excellence that powers the action research that I would be prepared to do back in my place of work:

Jack:    So I think you have a way of working in terms of how you described it with your teachers that will enable you to live out your values.

Peggy: Yes, but the ultimate aim in that they have to be excellent in what they do, they have to be effective. It is very instrumental in achieving this very objective kind of end, but I want to see that their practice is improved, that they should be better than they were – like me. I know that I am intellectually better than when I first came. My capacity has been stretched and improved. So that is how I’ll see the goal for these teachers I train. They should always believe in excellence and they should live it out and they should have proof that they have improved. And the way I go through with it is to use your process of action research because I think that is the most powerful of all because the teacher herself examines her values and of course these values will be towards excellence and here she wants to improve, that is the important thing.

Whitehead sums up exactly my position at this point of the conversation when he said:

“I think when you hear this tape, you will hear the kind of resolution to the kind of tension that you expressed the other day and I think you’ve really worked through to a position which enables you to resolve some of the tension you have. So I think you now see a way forward when you go back to relate to the teachers that you are working with in a way that enables you to bring in some of the educational values you hold whilst at the same time enhancing their skills in the direction that you believe to be enhanced. So that’s what I feel in terms of that conversation.”

Personally I feel that the ability to resolve the tension I was experiencing for the past few days is expressed most clearly in the following excerpt from the fourth interview:

“I am not in education. I am not a teacher in the Ministry of Education. And in the Vocational and Industrial Training Board, neither am I a member of the training staff – I don’t train students in acquiring skills – I am in a strange position where I could, I should educate people, I am dealing with trainers who would train another group of people. So I suppose having come so far, I’ve had the opportunity to think about it…my role, the way I have seen my role as a teacher trainer, has been very narrow, because I see my role as a trainer in skills, I impart teaching skills to the trainers who then impart trade skills to the trainees. So may be this is what R.S Peters talks about as the “tunnel vision” that you just see things from a framework. For twelve years I have seen my role within a framework of skill training. I think this experience here, having had the opportunity to think about what education is, I am able to see, I can see that there is a wider world, there is a world outside of this framework that I work in. it’s not just training because if you just train people to teach and they just apply the skills that they learn from you, it is mechanistic, you are after all dealing with human beings. So maybe I see my role should not be to merely train people mechanistically as we have been doing but also to educate them…to train them to be more independent in their thinking…see I use the word “train” again…or rather to provide them with the facility to think for themselves and be questioning of me, not of authority, but of me, to dare to come and discuss in the open, not to be defensive, if they are challenged in turn. But really I think this kind of education should also come into the preparation of teachers who are vocational trainers. I think I see that now. The teachers would be poorer if they just went away with a set of skills. They would be much enriched if the way they have been prepared for teaching trains them to develop educationally and individually and as human beings. I think I see this other side now.

I had found the solution at last in being able to incorporate the two conflicting sets of values into a way of doing action research that I can accept and carry out. Because action research is in essence participatory and collaborative involving critical reflection and judgement, people have to work closely and harmoniously. If freedom, democracy and justice are values which people can be encouraged to hold in the process of inquiring into ways to improve their practice, then the process of action research will proceed more smoothly. In other words, the values of freedom, democracy and justice will for me, become part of the process of action research and not the basis of action research.

I had said explicitly that the value that underpins the form of the action research that I would take back with me would be the value of excellence in performance. It is at this point that I moved away in spirit from the living educational theory because as I had told Whitehead (Transcript 4):  

“…the values that I bring – not your values, but the values I have come to on my own.”

I am now able to step back and enjoy my art.

EPILOGUE

“It is possible to be efficient in action and yet not have a conscious experience. The activity is too automatic to permit of a sense of what it is about and where it is going. It comes to an end but not to a close or consummation in consciousness. Obstacles are overcome by shrewd skill but they do not feed experience.”

(John Dewey, 1934)

In writing this dissertation I had a mission to accomplish. As I had been given the opportunity to pursue this Masters of Education degree on a staff fellowship award, I felt obligated to return with some form of tangible knowledge. It was my intention to explore action research through a review of the literature and to integrate my feelings and experience into it. I had to develop a set of criteria for judging the validity of action research accounts and to apply this set of criteria to a few case-studies to test their validity. My gift to my employers would have been a copy of this dissertation laser-printed and neatly bound encasing the result of one year’s work in educational thoughts.

I had written this dissertation for an audience comprising virtually everyone in the VITB except the administrative staff. Right from the beginning I was bent on being efficient in action – to achieve my objective within the time given for writing this dissertation. I was aware that the task would be structured but I had hoped to be creative and to develop my thoughts along the lines of Dewey’s (1934) idea of the medieval cathedral:

“Probably the esthetic quality of medieval cathedrals is due in some measure to the fact that their constructions were not so much controlled by plans and specifications made in advance as is now the case. Plans grew as the building grew…”

 My dissertation expanded and the original outline was amended several times to accommodate bigger plans. I endeavoured to write creatively by avoiding excessive repetition of ideas from books and journals and my writing style blossomed within the structure as I wove my feelings into it. However, I sense that the first five chapters have been fashioned after a plan that grew and developed because of “shrewd skill”. The esthetic quality was missing. It was an engineering masterpiece rather than a work of art and would have remained such had it not been for the last chapter which has followed:

“the plan of, and pattern of, a complete experience, rendering it more intensely and concentratedly felt.”

It brings this dissertation to a close in which there is “consummation in consciousness”. I was conscious of an experience that had transformed me from one who had wanted to package knowledge between the covers of a dissertation to one who now realises that the physical product of my efforts is unimportant. What matters now is that I know that I have knowledge and experience built into my being and the proof of my learning remains to be seen and tested in action in future. I like to think that I do not have knowledge that I can apply mechanically but rather wisdom that I hope will penetrate all my actions conscious or unconscious.

My gift is the art of my education.
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Educational Background

I graduated from the University of Singapore in 1978 and joined the VITB as a trainee teacher in the same year. I obtained my Diploma-in-Education in 1979 from the Institute of Education.

Teaching experience

Between 1978 and the early part of 1984, I taught in the National Institute of Commerce, one of the 2 commercial institutes of the VITB which has a total of 15 training institutes. My trainees were students who had not performed well in their ‘O’ levels and had enrolled in the Certificate-in-Accounting and Certificate-in-Secretarial Practice courses offered by the VITB to learn the skills that would prepare them for clerical or secretarial jobs. I taught Bookkeeping, Commerce and Finance, Economics, Business Law and Business Communication to these trainees.

In 1984 I was posted to the Instructor Training Division of the VITB as a lecturer and was awarded a Staff Fellowship to do a master’s degree in Educational Technology. I did not take up the award for personal reasons. Between 1984 and 1986, I was involved in conducting the full-time Certificate in Vocational Education course which was attended by the training officers and instructors of the VITB. They ranged from newly recruited staff to older, experienced staff who did not have formal pedagogic training. My areas of responsibility are in Training Methodology and English and Communication skills. As a lecturer I also have to carry out supervised field teaching to assess the practical skills of the training staff undergoing the full-time Certificate-in-Vocational Training course.

Towards 1986, the number of staff that needed full-time training had diminished and following a needs analysis conducted by two of our lecturers, the Instructor Training Division mounted a series of in-service courses in several areas, namely, Trainer Liveliness, Oral and Written Communication, Andragogy, Handling Trainees’ Learning Difficulties amongst others. These are short 4-5 day courses and training staff are given time off to attend these courses.

In addition to conducting full-time and in-service courses, I have also been involved in 2 short courses for industry trainers who have been sponsored by their employers. The 2 courses are Instructional Technique and Test Construction which are essentially skill-oriented in nature, lasting 4 days and 5 days respectively.

One aspect of my job that I enjoy is conducting the microteaching sessions that focus on specific teaching skills. As our classes are deliberately kept small, each of us teaching the Training Methodology, the Instructional Technique and Trainer Liveliness courses work with 5 or 6 students or participants using a video camera to record the 10-minute lessons for critique later. The observers take note of the performance on prescribed forms and when everyone has been videotaped, there is a feedback session that aims at helping each participant improve on his lesson. Following that, the participant re-teaches his lesson at another session. The microteaching sessions are interesting and most of the time very satisfying especially when participants put in effort and succeed in improving their performance in the last session.

In 1989, four of my colleagues and I were given the opportunity to attend 3 seminars on Teaching to Learning Styles conducted by Dr Bernice McCarthy who pioneered the 4MAT approach to planning a lesson which caters to 4 types of learners in the classroom.

In May this year, we conducted a half-day seminar to share what we have learnt with all the Training Managers and Heads of Department of the training institutes of the VITB. In June, a 4-session workshop was conducted for 16 training officers nominated by their Training Managers or Heads of Department.

Being sponsored by the VITB to pursue the degree of Masters of Education marks a turning point in my career. The higher qualification will give my image a boost if nothing else and the training that I receive under such a programme will without doubt give me more substance and confidence in handling research work and conducting courses and seminars at a more professional level. I am certainly glad that I made the decision to further my career even though it means having to make so many adjustments in a totally new and alien environment for a year.

APPENDIX B

My first action research account extracted from

The Action Research 1 module assignment
Introduction

“Action research is a form of enquiry which enables teachers to critically reflect on their classroom experience and write personal accounts of this experience.” (Whitehead, cited in Lomax 1989).

I am now presenting an account of my inquiry into my practice for validation. In making public my knowledge of how I have come to know about improving the quality of my practice, I am seeking an agreement from other practitioners in my attempt to form living educational theories to improve the quality of my own and my students’ learning. This account of an action research experience is presented with the following questions (Whitehead, 1989) in mind to guide the organisation of the presentation:

· Was the enquiry carried out in a systematic way?

· Are the values used to distinguish the claim to knowledge as educational knowledge clearly shown and justified?

· Does the claim contain evidence of a critical accommodation of propositional contributions from the traditional disciplines of education?

· Are the assertions made in the claim clearly justified?

· Is there evidence of an enquiring and critical approach to an educational problem?

Identification of educational values

McNiff (1988) states that “An educational enquiry begins with a declaration, spoken, written or thought, of values…”. I shall begin my enquiry by stating my educational values because they will form the criteria that will be used in making judgements about my professional practice. There are two sets of values that I hold. Firstly, I hold the value that vocational training should be given a more respectable status in Singapore in view of the contributions made by the Vocational & Industrial Training Board (VITB) in providing the country with a skilled labour force. More specifically, I value the potential of our VITB trainees to become productive citizens and I see the need to improve their lot in society through ensuring that their trainers are effective in bringing about learning in their trainees thus giving them opportunities to advance in their careers and life.

Secondly, I value myself as a professional and want to hold myself out as a model for my students to emulate. I am also concerned with how my colleagues and I are viewed by others in the profession. This concern arose because of constant comparisons made between lecturers in the VITB and those in tertiary institutions like the polytechnics, the Institute of Education and the University of Singapore. Not enjoying the same professional status as lecturers in those institutions, my colleagues and I are always careful to conduct ourselves professionally an carrying out our responsibilities as lecturers so as to build up a good reputation for our division in the VITB.

Statement of problem

My problem is that I do not know where I stand in terms of my quality of teaching and level of professionalism as I have had no critical feedback from either my learners or my superior since I became a lecturer. I want to find out if there are improvements that need to be made to my delivery style and my ability to teach in an interesting and effective way so that I will always maintain a high professional standard of teaching. In short, I do not know if I am living my values fully in my practice.  

Action

To find a solution to the problem stated, I planned a lesson (Appendix A) on “How to use chopsticks” and taught it to a group of 3 volunteers from my MEd class. The lesson was videotaped so that I could have evidence to support or demolish the hypothesis that I was an effective trainer.

Observation and reflection
“Observation has the function of documenting the effects of action, it is prospective in that it will always be guided by the intent to provide a sound basis for critical self-reflection. Reflection is retrospective: it looks back to observation to locate problems, issues and constraints made manifest through action, and seeks to make sense of them.” (Carr and Kemmis, 1985).

Having recorded the evidence of the level and quality of my teaching effectiveness on video tape, the next step was to examine the evidence with the intention of learning something of value from it. Unlike traditional research that relies on statistical analysis to establish validity, action research measures validity in terms of how useful the findings are in improving the practice of the individual teachers and in terms of their power to generate interest amongst others in the profession.

McNiff (1988) outlines 3 steps towards establishing validity of a claim to knowledge. They are

· Self validation;

· Peer validation; and

· Learner validation.

Self-validation

“The strength of action research is that individual teachers interpret their own practice and make decisions about improving it.”

(McNiff 1980)

It was at this stage of the action research enquiry that I discovered the partial but significant negation of my values in practice. In viewing the videotape of my lesson, I was struck by how insensitive I was to the feelings of my students. I made curt remarks and I denied one student of equal attention in the class by physically turning my back on her for the better part of the lesson. I also observed that as the lesson wore on and my nerves got worn out, I was not able to conceal my impatience and irritation at the inability of my students to progress at the rate I had targeted for them.

I realised that I had fallen short of the ideal trainer that I had imagined myself to be. Reflecting on what could possibly result in such undesirable teacher behaviour, I attributed the case to the fact that I had become a very task-oriented person almost obsessed with order and efficiency. Thus when my efforts in carrying out the lesson with clockwork precision was frustrated, my flaws were revealed. This was how I understood the imperfections of my practice from the evidence shown on the video tape. See Appendix B for notes of my self-evaluation.

Peer validation
“One individual, in making public his particular form of life, invites others to share that form. If others are prepared to do so, they agree that it is worthwhile i.e. they validate his way of life and his claim to knowledge. Two or more persons joining together along one particular chosen path indicate their agreement that that is the correct way for them.” McNiff (1988).

“The task of the validation group is to help the researcher move his ideas forward.” McNiff (1988).

After viewing the videotape of my lesson, the validation group read through the points I had noted in my self-evaluation and we discussed what I could do to improve my practice in future. Two evaluation forms were designed to facilitate the observation of the validation group. The first one in Appendix C had a more structured format whereas the second one in Appendix D was prepared after some thought was given to the possibility that a less rigid evaluation form would encourage more spontaneity in the responses of the group. 

As a result of the discussion with the validation group, my personal observations were given a more defined pattern and I was able to ascertain the extent of my success in realising the educational values I laid out at the beginning of the enquiry. (A summary of the comments of the validation group on my lesson is in Appendix E.)

I was successful in living out my values in the lesson in as far as I was able to achieve the objective set at the beginning of the lesson. The validation group agreed that was much liveliness in my lesson and I was seen to be able to “think on my feet” throughout. In the lesson I saw my values being negated in the following 3 aspects:

· Overlooking the educational possibilities in the lesson

I had not been able to incorporate an insight as valuable as this one into my lesson because I had be determined to teach a skill and accomplish the task within the time stated in my lesson plan.

It was brought to my attention that in a lesson which ostensibly was a skill lesson, were embedded numerous opportunities to provide rich educational content which would have made the lesson more interesting and motivating for my students.

The students’ questions about the history and culture of using chopsticks were dismissed by me because they got in the way of my teaching of the skill. Although as a teacher trainer, I had often stressed the importance of making objectives relevant and content meaningful in line with established principle of teaching, I certainly had not practised what I had preached in the lesson.

It was agreed that if I were to teach this same lesson to another group, I should make the lesson more than a skill lesson by planning for the expected interest in the history and culture of using chopsticks expanding it to include a sharing of information about how the food is eaten in other cultures.

· Not meeting the individual needs of a mixed ability group

I had not taken into account the different pace of learning in a group as small as this and had confidently assumed that anyone of “average intelligence” would be able to master a pair of chopsticks in one 40-minute session with me.

It was correctly observed that the 3 students in my lesson had varying degrees of finger dexterity which made the standard of performance I had set rather difficult to attain. As they struggled with the chopsticks trying to position their fingers in the way I had demanded I could have accepted their methods of holding and manipulating the chopsticks as long as they did not violate the basic rules of using chopsticks.

To solve the problems presented by a mixed-ability group we agreed that I could work out different activities and have them ready for use when the necessity arises. I could see the advantage of having planned such activities in advance as it would be less stressful for me to try and think of activities on the spot as I had been doing in the lesson.

· Not valuing the individual

The phenomenon that did not escape everyone’s eyes was the constant physical exclusion of the student who demonstrated a better mastery of the skill of using chopsticks than the other two. I literally turned my back on her and I only realised that this was happening when I viewed the videotape. My explanation of this deplorable behaviour was that as she was rather good with the chopsticks there was nothing that I could do except to turn my attention to the students who were having problems and who needed me more.

I realise that by doing what I did, the student concerned might have been emotionally affected because in terms of body language, I could have been sending out signals that communicated the feeling that she was not liked by me. If she had not been a polite adult she would probably have turned my lesson upside down out of boredom.

The discussion here enabled me to recognise the importance of the fact that students are human beings with feelings and I should be consciously mindful of the detrimental effects that my actions, intentional or otherwise, can have on them.

I could have avoided this sad state of affairs if only I had acknowledged the ability of this student – even though it was not perfect yet – and assigned her to work with a weaker student. This would have raised her self-esteem and at the same time I would have had someone to help me with one of the two students who was having problems with the chopsticks.

Learner validation

“It is particularly useful to get on record the reactions of the clients themselves. Their evidence is perhaps the strongest support in the researcher’s claim to knowledge”.

After the lesson, I attempted to gather feedback of my lesson in an informal way. I told Masir (The one I turned my back on most of the time) that I saw the video tape and that I should not have ignored her so much. She replied “Yes, yes I was always waiting for you.”

I asked Maggie (The one having most difficulty with the chopsticks) whether she was hurt when I remarked during the lesson that she had to attend remedial class and immediately she responded by nodding her head incessantly.

The common grievance was surfaced by Lise (the good student because she was really keen and never gave up). When I admitted that I should not have brushed aside all the questions asked, she said that the three of them had been discussing the lesson and they all felt that I should not have done that. Lise felt that the manner in which I handled their questions stifled her interest in asking for more details.

These reactions were obtained in the course of social interactions with my learners. Because of their frankness, I could have approached them for a critical assessment of my teaching in a more systematic way and recorded what they had to say on tape. Although I had let the opportunity slip by, I now at least appreciate the fact that learners are in the best position to validate an account because they are the ones who truly know whether the practice needs improvement or not. Such an omission will certainly not occur again in future action research activities that I may undertake.

My claims to educational knowledge
Winter (1989) makes a statement that “…theory and practice need each other and thus comprise mutually indispensible phases of a unified change process, which presents the strongest case for practitioners of action research…”. In having researched my practice systematically, I am now able to make a connection between what goes on in my practice and the propositional theories from the traditional disciplines of education.

I am now able to make the following claims to educational knowledge: 

· Any lesson should have an educational value. The focus on the “Why” of the lesson should be as important as the “How”. UNESCO defines Education as “organised and sustained instruction designed to communicate a combination of knowledge, skills and understanding valuable for all activities of life. “By ignoring the reasons and relevance of the lesson to the students’ needs and interest and imparting knowledge and skills mechanistically, we would be depriving our students of richer lessons about life.

· We should always anticipate the responses of our students and build into our lesson plan a flexibility that enables us to deal with the situations expected. No student is equal in intelligence and it is certainly unforgivable to think of everyone as being of “average intelligence” and therefore is capable of learning from a situation meant for such a level. I have always been a firm believer in structured lesson plans but the experience of the lesson I taught confirms that I was like most teachers who “try to organise their material intelligibly, but, just as they may be reluctant to sacrifice detail to principle in terms of the subject itself, so they may be reluctant to sacrifice any of the subject to the psychological perspectives and capacity of the learners, it may seem easier to bemoan the learners’ defects than to make concessions to them.” (McFarland, 1971). The video tape was an embarrassing remainder that students do not conveniently come packaged with the same defects or abilities and that I should have this in mind in the planning of future lessons.

· We should always remember that our students are human beings with feelings and that in a teaching-learning situation, we are dealing with human relationships and students are able to perceive negative feelings just as well as they  would  in a social relationship. “How we perceive ourselves physically to others communicates our intentions as well as our verbal expression. Gestures, body posture, and facial expressions tell their story as clearly as words and phrases….all of us have experienced the frustration of trying to talk to someone who won’t look at us…” (Orlosky, 1982). The important lesson I learn here is that if we directly or indirectly make our students feel unwanted through our body language, they are likely to suffer by it or should they choose not to, they could pose disciplinary problems out of boredom or neglect.

Conclusion to the first action research cycle

I had started out in this inquiry by wanting to find out about my effectiveness as a trainer defining effectiveness in terms of delivery style and ability to apply teaching methods effectively and in an interesting way. I found out that where delivery style is concerned, the ‘liveliness’ that was evident in my lesson would leave no doubt about my ability to deliver content in an interesting way.

In terms of applying teaching methods, I had been less successful because I had not anticipated the problems posed by a mixed-ability group. In fact, I had not even thought of my students as people who were different from each other in their cognitive and psychomotor skills.

What have I learnt from this experience? Firstly, that a teacher is foremost an educator. Ironically, I have always told my students to make their lessons relevant to their trainees by making them aware of the importance of the lessons to be learnt even though it was as simple a lesson as teaching students how to wire a three-pin plug. Somewhere along the line, I must have lost sight of this educational principle myself. It could have been the consequence of occupational hazard – being driven constantly to plan, organise and implement tasks assigned to meet deadlines. I had known and had even been told by a colleague that I was too finicky about structure. I had laughed it off and was actually quite proud of this attribute. Little did I know the extent it was affecting my effectiveness as a teacher.   

Secondly, in the planning of the lesson, I thought I had the right way of holding and using chopsticks. I had been trying to impose this method on my students without realising that there are alternative ways and compromises could be made. It was my insistence upon the ‘right’ way that was the cause of so much frustration on the part of my students and myself in the teaching-learning process. It was only towards the end of the lesson that I saw the light when one of my students made a comment about where she should place her thumb that it dawned on me that the absolute correct technique was not important in achieving the objective I had set for them. Once they knew how to hold the chopsticks, they could make adjustments to suit the degree of dexterity of their fingers and find the most comfortable way of picking up food with it without violating the basic rules of keeping the chopsticks parallel and not crossing them.

Lastly, I have come to be reminded that teaching is not a cold, mechanistic process. When I read the handout given by Jack Whitehead on ‘who and/or what constitutes educational theory?’ I found this extract from Louis Arnaud Reid (1962) a succinct description of the way I have becomes:

“Whenever there is anywhere, application of theory to practice, a judgement of value is implied. The values of application are assumed. Nevertheless when the application is to human welfare it is easy to fall into compartmental thinking, to forget the human personal needs of the patients or children, to think of the application of formulae, to forget that the first aim or value is to help them as human beings. It does not matter in an engineer but it does matter in a doctor or a teacher if he gets too much into routine habits, or becomes a hack, because that tends to make him a bit inhuman in doing his job.”

I am glad that the process of degeneration has been arrested before I become totally inhuman in teaching. I look forward to re-teaching this lesson as proposed by Jack as I would like to have a chance to redeem myself and see my practice improve.

Action research involves planning, acting, evaluating and modifying. In trying to resolve the living contradiction between the ‘I’ in mind and the ‘I’ in my practice, I have made my claims to knowledge and am on the way to generating living educational theories to improve the quality of my own and my students’ learning. I am not quite there yet as I have not tested out these theories. What remains to be done would be to modify my lesson plan to avoid the mistakes I made and to consciously build into it the principles I have been reminded of in the teaching-learning process. That will make my account truly complete but even then as I teach the new lesson, new problems may emerge starting another cycle of action research. 

Replanning and acting

Based on my claims to educational knowledge and what I had learnt as a result of having undergone the first cycle of action research, I planned another lesson on “How to use chopsticks” (Appendix F) and taught the lesson to the members of my validation group. The lesson was also videotaped and following that, I viewed my second lesson alone and did a self-evaluation that I submitted to my validation group in the next meeting. I shall now present a self-evaluation of my teaching effectiveness in my second lesson on “How to use chopsticks”.

Self-evaluation of my second lesson

In planning this second lesson on “How to use chopsticks”, I had taken care to structure it in a way that would enable me to:

· Share with the group the cultural aspects of eating with chopsticks so that there is an educational value in the lesson although the objective was to enable them to be able to use a pair of chopsticks with reasonable success.

· Have more flexibility in the lesson to allow for more spontaneity in responses to the needs of this mixed-ability group. I did not want to be tied down by a rigid lesson plan that had resulted in my dogmatic approach to teaching the skill ignoring the needs of the students as they arose as in the first lesson.

· Encourage learning by discovery and questioning keeping instruction to what is necessary to clarify uncertainties and to help those experiencing difficulty to acquire the skill.

In addition, I had consciously remained myself not to physically exclude anyone in the group by negative body language and to try and give everyone the right amount of attention.

Too much information-giving

I talked too much in the lesson as I had from the beginning appointed myself as the information giver by inviting questions that the group might have had about eating with chopsticks. I could have started by giving a little information about chopsticks. For example, I could tell the group what ‘chopsticks’ mean in Chinese to enable the group to pick up from there instead of throwing them off-guard by asking them to ask questions.

Having unwittingly made myself the ‘expert’ I was in trouble as I was very well-versed in chopstick literature. Having no other alternative, I had to try and give satisfactory answers with whatever knowledge I possessed. I am aware of the demands of conducting a lesson in this manner as I had placed myself in a position where I did not have full control of the order and sequencing of the facts to be imparted or shared thus jeopardising the achievement of the objective of such an activity. In a real lesson, I would certainly research the topic thoroughly before attempting to start the lesson in this manner.

Spontaneity in the lesson

Because I had allocated time for the group to ask questions about the use of chopsticks at the beginning of the lesson and deliberately let them experiment with the chopsticks to experience the difficulty of using them, much of the lesson was made up of questions and responses between the individuals in the group and myself. As this was my intention, I could say that I had been rather successful at generating spontaneity in the lesson.

One disadvantage I observed was that not everyone in the group was comfortable with this style of teaching. I have this feeling from the nonverbal cues that Jack would rather I be more organised in imparting the skill and perhaps he would have preferred that I systematically teach the steps in using chopsticks. Peter, on the other hand, took to this method very well as the scientist in him enabled him to make accurate observations and to ask the right questions until he was able to make sense of the technique himself. Steve because of his keen sense of observation was able to tax me of every drop of blood so that he could improve on the way he used chopsticks. I could see that Leslie had difficulty in holding the chopsticks the way I did but was quite happy to find out that Jan’s modification enabled her to pick things up more efficiently. And Jan was the very good student who showed a keep interest throughout the lesson – dare I suspect that it was the sweets and chocolates?

In a mixed-ability group with different preferences for teaching styles, the difficulty is finding the right approach in teaching to cater to the various needs. In my first lesson, I deprived the group of spontaneity with disastrous results. In this second lesson, I encouraged spontaneity and built the lesson around learning by discovery. I had freed myself from an inflexible lesson structure and truly it was a relief because I could see that I was not agitated or impatient as I was in the first lesson.

Avoiding negative nonverbal signals

I am pleased to note that I had not physically blocked out anyone by turning my back on him. I really made an effort there. However, I may be guilty of ignoring Jack a few times as I had failed to answer his questions fully having been distracted by questions from other people. I think Leslie may also have felt neglected to some extent because she was sandwiched in between two very vocal people who had a lot of questions to ask and I did not help her as much as I should have.

Conclusion to the second action research cycle

There are further improvements to be made in the way I conducted the discussion. How to lead a discussion smoothly by reduce the number of awkward silences when people in the group have nothing to say. Perhaps preparing a list of questions in a certain order would have helped as I could fill up the gaps with the appropriate question to move the discussion on.

The validation group read the self-evaluation of my second lesson and agreed that I had met the objectives I set for myself in this second lesson. I had on the whole shared with my students the cultural aspects of eating with chopsticks and had encouraged spontaneity and learning through discovery and had succeeded in freeing myself from the structural confines of the first lesson.

Apart from making useful suggestions on how I could make some parts of my explanation clearer, the group was on the whole satisfied with my performance.

Comparing this lesson with the first one, I would say that there is a definite improvement in terms of the incorporation of flexibility in the lesson structure, allowing for opportunity to educate instead of merely teaching a skill and making an effort to meet individual needs although not with hundred percent success at every instance.

It was agreed that if I were to teach this same lesson to another group, I should make the lesson more than a skill lesson by planning for the expected interest in the history and culture of using chopsticks expanding it to include a sharing of information about how the food is eaten in other cultures.

· Not meeting the individual needs of a mixed ability group

I had not taken into account the different pace of learning in a group as small as this and had confidently assumed that anyone of “average intelligence” would be able to master a pair of chopsticks in one 40-minuate session with me.

It was correctly observed that the 3 students in my lesson had varying degrees of finger dexterity that made the standard of performance I had set rather difficult to attain. As they struggled with the chopsticks trying to position their fingers in the way I had demanded I could have accepted their methods of holding and manipulating the chopsticks as long as they did not violate the  basic rules of using chopsticks. 

To solve the problems presented by a mixed-ability group we agreed that I could work out different activities and have them ready for use when the necessity arises. I could see the advantage of having planned such activities in advance as it would be less stressful for me to try and think of activities on the spot as I had been doing in the lesson.

· Not valuing the individual

The phenomenon that did not escape everyone’s eyes was the constant physical exclusion of the student who demonstrated a better mastery of the skill of using chopsticks than the other two. I literally turned my back on her and I only realised that this was happening when I viewed the videotape. My explanation of this deplorable behaviour was that as she was rather good with the chopsticks there was nothing that I could do except to turn my attention to the students who were having problems and who needed me more.

 I realise that by doing what I did, the student concerned might have been emotionally affected because in terms of body language, I could have been sending out signals that communicated the feeling that she was not liked by me. If she had not been a polite adult she would probably have turned my lesson upside down out of boredom.

The discussion here enabled me to recognise the importance of the fact that students are human beings with feelings and I should be consciously mindful of the detrimental effects that my actions, intentional or otherwise, can have on them.

I could have avoided this sad state of affairs if only I had acknowledged the ability of this student – even though it was not perfect yet – and assigned her to work with a weaker student. This would have raised her self-esteem and at the same time I would have had someone to help me with one of the two students who was having problems with the chopsticks.

Learner validation

“It is particularly useful to get on record the reactions of the clients themselves. Their evidence is perhaps the strongest support in the researcher’s claim to knowledge”.

After the lesson, I attempted to gather feedback of my lesson in an informal way. I told Masir (The one I turned my back on most of the time) that I saw the video tape and that I should not have ignored her so much. She replied “Yes, yes I was always waiting for you.”

I asked Maggie (The one having most difficulty with the chopsticks) whether she was hurt when I remarked during the lesson that she had to attend remedial class and immediately she responded by nodding her head incessantly.

The most common grievance was brought up by Lise (the good student because she was really keen and never gave up). When I admitted that I should not have brushed aside all the questions asked, she said that the three of them had been discussing the lesson and they all felt that I should not have done that. Lise felt that the manner in which I handled their questions stifled her interest in asking for more details.

These reactions were obtained in the course of social interactions with my learners. Because of their frankness, I could have approached them for a critical assessment of my teaching in a more systematic way and recorded what they had to say on tape. Although I had let the opportunity slip by, I now at least appreciate the fact that learners are in the best position to validate an account because they are the ones who truly know whether the practice needs improvement or not. Such an omission will certainly not occur again in future action research activities that I may undertake.

My claims to educational knowledge

Winter (1989) makes a statement that “…theory and practice need each other and thus comprise mutually indispensible phases of a unified change process, which presents the strongest case for practitioners of action research…”. In having researched my practice systematically, I am now able to make a connection between what goes on in my practice and the propositional theories from the traditional disciplines of education.

I am now able to make the following claims to educational knowledge:

· Any lesson should have an educational value. The focus on the “Why” of the lesson should be as important as the “How”. UNESCO defines Education as “organised and sustained instruction designed to communicate a combination of knowledge, skills and understanding valuable for all activities of life.” By ignoring the reasons and relevance of the lesson to the student’s needs and interest and imparting knowledge and skills mechanistically, we would be depriving our students of richer lesson about life.

· We should always anticipate the responses of our students and build into our lesson plan a flexibility that enables us to deal with the situations expected. No student is equal in intelligence and it is certainly unforgivable to think of everyone as being of “average intelligence” and therefore is capable of learning from a situation meant for such a level. I have always been a firm believer in structured lesson plans but the experience of the lesson I taught confirms that I was like most teachers who “try to organise their material itelligibly, but, just as they may be reluctant to sacrifice detail to principle in terms of the subject itself, so they may be reluctant to sacrifice any of the subject to the psychological perspectives and capacity of the learners, it may seem easier to bemoan the learners’ defects than to make concessions to them.” (McFarland, 1971). The videotape was an embarrassing remainder that students do not conveniently come packaged with the same defects or abilities and that I should have this in mind in the planning of future lessons.

· We should always remember that our students are human beings with feelings and that in a teaching-learning situation, we are dealing with human relationships and students are able to perceive negative feelings just as well as they would in a social relationship. “How we perceive ourselves physically to others communicates our intentions as well as our verbal expression. Gestures, body posture, and facial expressions tell their story as clearly as words and phrases….all of us have experienced the frustration of trying to talk to someone who won’t look at us…” (Orlosky, 1982). The important lesson I learn here is that if we directly or indirectly make our students feel unwanted through our body language, they are likely to suffer by it or if they choose not to, they could pose disciplinary problems out of boredom or neglect.

Conclusion to the first action research cycle

I had started out in this inquiry by wanting to find out about my effectiveness as a trainer defining effectiveness in terms of delivery style and ability to apply teaching methods effectively and in an interesting way. I found out that where delivery style is concerned, the ‘liveliness’ that was evident in my lesson would leave no doubt about my ability to deliver content in an interesting way.

In terms of applying teaching methods, I had been less successful because I had not anticipated the problems posed by a mixed-ability group. In fact, I had not even thought of my students as people who were different from each other in their cognitive and psychomotor skills.

What have I learnt from this experience? Firstly, that a teacher is foremost an educator. Ironically, I have always told my students to make their lessons relevant to their trainees by making them aware of the importance of the lesson to be learnt even though it was as simple a lesson as teaching students how to wire a three-pin plug. Somewhere along the line, I must have lost sight of this educational principle myself. It could have been the consequence of occupational hazard – being driven constantly to plan, organise and implement tasks assigned to meet deadlines. I had known and had even been told by a colleague that I was too finicky about structure. I had laughed it off and was actually quite proud of this attribute. Little did I know the extent it was affecting my effectiveness as a teacher.

Secondly, in the planning of the lesson, I thought I had the right way of holding and using chopsticks. I had been trying to impose this method on my students without realising that there are alternative ways and compromises could be made. It was my insistence upon the ‘right’ way that was the cause of so much frustration on the part of my students and myself in the teaching-learning process. It was only towards the end of the lesson that I saw the light when one of my students made a comment about where she should place her thumb that it dawned on me that the absolute correct technique was not important in achieving the objective I had set for them. Once they knew how to hold the chopsticks, they could make adjustments to suit the degree of dexterity of their fingers and find the most comfortable way of picking up food with it without violating the basic rules of keeping the chopsticks parallel and not crossing them.

Lastly, I have come to be reminded that teaching is not a cold, mechanistic process. When I read the handout given by Jack Whitehead on ‘who and/or what constitutes educational theory?’ I found this extract from Louis Arnaud Reid (1962) a succinct description of the way I have become:

“Whenever there is anywhere, application of theory to practice, a judgement of value is implied. The values of application are assumed. Nevertheless when the application is to human welfare it is easy to fall into compartmental thinking, to forget the human personal needs of the patients or children, to think of the application of formulae, to forget that the first aim or value is to help them as human beings. It does not matter in an engineer but it does matter in a doctor or a teacher if he gets too much into routine habits, or becomes a hack, because that tends to make him a bit inhuman in doing his job.”

I am glad that the process of degeneration has been arrested before I become totally inhuman in teaching. I look forward to re-teaching this lesson as proposed by Jack as I would like to have a chance to redeem myself and see my practice improve.

Action research involves planning. Acting, evaluating and modifying. In trying to resolve the living contradiction between the ‘I’ in my mind and the ’I’ in my practice, I have made my claims to knowledge and am on the way to generating living educational theories to improve the quality of my own and my students’ learning. I am not quite there as I have not tested out these theories. What remains to be done would be to modify my lesson plan to avoid the mistakes I made and to consciously build into it the principles I have been reminded of it the teaching-learning process. That will make my account truly complete but even then as I teach the new lesson, new problems may emerge starting another cycle of action research.

Replanning and acting

Based on my claims to educational knowledge and what I had learnt as a result of having undergone the first cycle of action research, I planned another lesson on “How to use chopsticks” (Appendix F) and taught the lesson to the members of my validation group. The lesson was also videotaped and following that, I viewed my second lesson alone and did a self-evaluation that I submitted to my validation group in the next meeting. I shall now present a self-evaluation of my teaching effectiveness in my second lesson on “How to use chopsticks”.

Self-evaluation of my second lesson

In planning this second lesson on “How to use chopsticks”, I had taken care to structure it in a way that would enabled me to:

· Share with the group the cultural aspects of eating with chopsticks so that there is an educational value in the lesson although the objective was to enable them to be able to use a pair of chopsticks with reasonable success.

· Have more flexibility in the lesson to allow for more spontaneity in responses to the needs of this mixed-ability group. I did not want to be tied down by a rigid lesson plan that had resulted in my dogmatic approach to teaching the skill ignoring the needs of the students as they arose as in the first lesson.

· Encourage learning by discovery and questioning keeping instruction to what is necessary to clarify uncertainties and to help those experiencing difficulty to acquire the skill.

In addition, I had consciously reminded myself not to physically exclude anyone in the group by negative body language and to try and give everyone the right amount of attention.

Too much information-giving

I talked too much in the lesson as I had from the beginning appointed myself as the information giver by inviting questions that the group might have had about eating with chopsticks. I could have started by giving a little information about chopsticks. For example, I could tell the group what ‘chopsticks’ mean in Chinese to enable the group to pick up from there instead of throwing them off-guard by asking them to ask questions. 

Having unwittingly made myself the ‘expect’ I was in trouble as I was not very well-verse in chopstick literature. Having no other alternative, I had to try and give satisfactory answers with whatever knowledge I possessed. I am aware of the demands of conducting a lesson in this manner as I had placed myself in a position where I did not have full control of the order and sequencing of the facts to be imparted or shared thus jeopardising the achievement of the objective of such an activity. In a real lesson, I would certainly research the topic thoroughly before attempting to start the lesson in this manner.

Spontaneity in the lesson

Because I had allocated time for the group to ask questions about the use of chopsticks at the beginning of the lesson and deliberately let them experiment with the chopsticks to experience the difficulty of using them, much of the lesson was made up of questions and responses between the individual in the group and myself. As this was my intention, I could say that I had been rather successful at generating spontaneity in the lesson.

One disadvantage I observed was that not everyone in the group was comfortable with this style of teaching. I have this feeling from the nonverbal cues that Jack would rather I be more organised in imparting the skill and perhaps he would have preferred that I systematically teach the steps in using chopsticks. Peter, on the other hand, took to this method very well as the scientist in him enabled him to make accurate observations and to ask the right questions until he was able to make sense of the technique himself. Steve because of his keen sense of observation was able to tax me of every drop of blood so that he could improve on the way he used chopsticks. I could see that Leslie had difficulty in holding the chopsticks the way I did but was quite happy to find out that Jan’s modification enabled her to pick things up more efficiently. And Jan was the very good student who showed a keep interest throughout the lesson – dare I suspect that it was the sweets and chocolates? 

In a mixed-ability group with different preferences for teaching styles, the difficulty is finding the right approach in teaching to cater to the various needs. In my first lesson, I deprived the group of spontaneity with disastrous results. In this second lesson, I encouraged spontaneity and built the lesson around learning by discovery. I had freed myself from an inflexible lesson structure and truly it was a relief because I could see that I was not agitated or impatient as I was in the first lesson.

Avoiding negative nonverbal signals

I am pleased to note that I had not physically blocked out anyone by turning my back on him. I really made an effort there. However, I may be guilty of ignoring Jack a few times as I had failed to answer his questions fully having been distracted by questions from other people. I think Leslie may also have felt neglected to some extent because she was sandwiched in between two very vocal people who had a lot of questions to ask and I did not help her as much as I should have.

Conclusion to the second action research cycle

There are further improvements to be made in the way I conducted the discussion. How to lead a discussion smoothly by reducing the number of awkward silences when people in the group have nothing to say. Perhaps preparing a list of questions in a certain order would have helped as I could fill up the gaps with the appropriate question to move the discussion on.

The validation group read through the self-evaluation of my second lesson and agreed that I had met the objectives I set for myself in this second lesson. I had on the whole shared with my students the cultural aspects of eating with chopsticks and had encouraged spontaneity and learning through discovery and had succeeded in freeing myself from the structural confines of the first lesson.

Apart from making useful suggestions on how I could make some parts of my explanation clearer, the group was on the whole satisfied with my performance.

Comparing this lesson with the first one, I would say that there is a definite improvement in terms of the incorporation of flexibility in the lesson structure, allowing for opportunity to educate instead of merely teaching a skill and making an effort to meet individual needs although not with hundred percent success at every instance.

APPENDIX C

HOW WILL I TRY TO IMPROVE THE QUALITY OF MY PRACTICE?

AN ACTION RESEARCH PLANNER TO SHOW REFLECTIVE

PRACTICE

NAME


Peggy Kok

WORKPLACE
Vocational & Industrial Training Board (VITB)

Action researchers usually ask questions which are directed at improving the quality of their own practice, their understanding of their practice and the social context in which the practice is located. The action planner is usually organised through discussions which help to clarify the nature of the inquiry, '‘How do I improve...?'’ into questions of the form: 

What is your concern/what do you want to improve?

I am concerned with the quality and effectiveness of my own teaching. In particular, I would like to find out if my delivery style and application of teaching methods are consistently interesting and effective in all the courses I conduct.

What are your reasons for your concern?

No one actually gives me critical appraisals of my performance in the classroom or elsewhere the way I give them to the students and participants of the course I conduct. The evaluation carried out at the end of each of each course requiring students or participants to respond to a general questionnaire does not highlight any flaws or strengths that I may have.

As I am a trainer of trainers, I am concerned with my effectiveness in the classroom as I am held out as a model for all to emulate. I cannot be seen to have major flaws as that would affect my own credibility as well as that of the division I represent. In short, I want to make sure that I have not taken teaching for granted and I am interested in overcoming any weakness or weaknesses I may have in delivering a lesson and applying teaching methods effectively.

How will you know that your practice has improved? How are you going to find out? i.e. What kind of evidence will you need to collect to enable you to make a judgement on the outcomes of your practice in terms of the quality of your own or teachers’ and/or pupils’ learning?

I will need someone skilled in Training Methodology and who is experienced and objective in evaluating a teaching performance, to observe me over a period of time. Amongst the courses I am involved in, the Trainer Liveliness course would be suitable for this purpose because it is run 4 times a year. It would be preferable to videotape these sessions as I would then be able to see for myself the aspects of my teaching that need improvement and videotapes would also enables me to monitor my own progress. In addition, I would like to obtain feedback of my teaching from the participants of the Trainer Livelines course with a specially designed evaluation form.

What kind of resources will you need to enable you to implement your plan?

1 Human   
-
Either one of two of my colleagues whom I trust have the                                                                                                                                                                         ability and experience to make objective judgements about my teaching and who would share my concern for excellence in teaching.


-
The participants of my Trainer Liveliness Course.

2 Materials
-
Evaluation forms to be used by my colleague and the  course participants. These forms will be designed in consultation with the colleague who has agreed to help me.

3 Time
-
The observation and evaluation could take place over a period of one year. As the Trainer Liveliness course is run 4 times a year, it would be easier to isolate weaknesses and track improvements in my delivery and application of teaching methods as the content of the course does not change over time.

4 Machine
-
Video-recorders that are easy to operate are available for our use in our division and we are also able to enlist the help of the lab technician.

5 Space
-
At present, we are in the process of converting one of our media labs into 2 microteaching rooms with the cameras kept out sight in separate rooms. When these microteaching rooms are ready, they would indeed be a boon in my endeavour to better my own teaching.  


APPENDIX D

DIARY FOR ACTION RESEARCH

Week 1 – Tuesday

The first session of the Action Research module – I was very eager to find out what Action Research was about. I had expected to be fed information about this subject but instead I had to think very hard throughout the session because of the amount of questioning and discussion that went on. We were made to think about our work and particularly what our educational values were and how we could improve on what we do in our jobs in order to realise our educational values. I was introduced to a softer side of research that I had known before.

Although my colleagues and I had always sought ways to improve on the lessons or courses that we conducted as a team, the values that we held were implicit and much of our energy was channelled to making changes. We valued ourselves as professionals and hence the constant need to be concerned about the standard of our work. So far it appeared to me that action research was not something entirely new; it was something that I had been doing partially in the course of my job without realising what it was and what potentials it holds.

What my colleagues and I could do, now that the concept of Action Research has been clarified, is to gather evidence to show what past action needs improvement, to discuss and reflect on the evidence gathered and then to work out ways to improve our teaching. We had short-circuited the action research cycle by concentrating only on the changes to be made. Come to think of it, we may have changed our lesson plans entirely but never really knew for sure if the changes were for the better or worse.

The session ended with assignments in the form of writing a diary, an autobiography and a plan for action research.

After the session I faithfully read the handouts and purchased the recommended reading “Action Research – Principles and Practice” by Jean McNiff. It was rather easy reading and reinforced my understanding of the Action Research cycle.

Week 1 – Wednesday

I was asked in the first session what kind of educational inquiry I would like to focus on and I had said that being a trainer of vocational trainers I would like to improve the quality of vocational training. To me, it was important that trainers should be able to impart their knowledge and skills effectively to enable their trainees to learn better, to succeed in life and to play a productive role in society.

Trainees in the Vocational & Industrial Training Board (VITB) have always been looked upon as rejects from mainstream education – the not-academically-inclined, the dull and the hopeless. I strongly believe that the majority of them can be salvaged through kindness and a more human way of teaching. In the hands of an effective trainer, these trainees will at least have a chance to prove their worth to society.

Having been in vocational training since the day I graduated from university some 12 years ago, I have come to value the trainees for the potential that they have in becoming good at what they do no matter how humble a job they may be doing. As the nature of my present job does not put me in direct contact with them, the only way in which I could do something to improve their lot would be through improving the effectiveness of their trainers.

Went home to write my autobiography (Appendix G) and in the course of  doing so, I began to realise that having devoted myself to teacher training in the last 6 years, I should perhaps start to examine my own effectiveness as a trainer before I embark on any plan to judge and correct the faults of others. Since I became a lecturer in 1984, my teaching had not been observed or evaluated by anyone. It would indeed be embarrassing to be caught preaching something and practising another.

It was at that point of awareness that my enquiry changed. I shifted the focus from wanting to examine and improve the teaching skills of my students to looking at and improving my own effectiveness. In other words, I want to be certain that I am as professional as I am expected in terms of my teaching abilities.

This concern with professionalism arises because being a lecturer in the Vocational Training Board (VITB) is not the same as being a lecturer in the 2 established polytechnics in Singapore and definitely not in the class of university lecturers. The title “lecturer” makes me feel very uncomfortable. Firstly, whenever I introduce myself as a lecturer of the Vocational & Industrial Training Board, I always get the feeling that people would somehow doubt if I was a real lecturer. What does a lecturer do in the VITB? The public’s (mis)conception of the VITB is that it is the place you do not want your children to go to and if other people’s children are trainees in anyone of the 15 training institutes, then they are dropouts and will not go far in life. It is as if I have to prove my worth to the world to justify the use of the title lecturer.

Secondly, lecturers are academics backed by higher degrees and published works. I have neither. I can only boast of a varied teaching experience, a commitment to my job and faith in the organisation I represent. I also have the good fortune of being amongst colleagues who are supportive and cooperative and who share my view that in any task we do regardless of the magnitude, we should always aim to do a good job. I guess this is partly because our former boss himself lived and breathed this ideal while he was around and his philosophy of work is now deeply ingrained in us.

It may appear that I might have an image problem. If that is true then it makes sense that I am concerned with professionalism in my job. Above all else, I have to be sure all the time that anything I undertake in the course of my job will have to be done well so as to refute the kind of expectation that other professionals may have of anyone associated with vocational training.

I value myself as a professional even though I may not be seen as one by others such as university lecturers, polytechnic lecturers and lecturers at the Institute of Education. I value the VITB and its role in the building of a nation that strives for excellence in every field of endeavour. The problem now is to find out if I come close to the ideal that I have always consciously worked towards in my job as a trainer of trainers. If I have, then how do I improve further? If I have fallen by the wayside, I would need to seek help to get me back on my feet again. This action research course is just the mechanism to facilitate my investigation.

Having sorted out my thoughts at this stage, I answered the question in the Action Research Planner (Appendix H).

Week 2 – Tuesday

In this second session we discussed the ways in which data could be collected during the implementation of an action research plan, in particular, our own action research plans.

I discovered that answering the questions in the Action Research Planner was not purely a mental exercise. I actually had to put my plan into action here and not in Singapore. Jack then suggested that I conduct a class with postgraduate students to carry forward my enquiry. I would start by writing a lesson plan for the next session.

I had absolutely no idea what the topic of my lesson should be. I decided to put that off my mind for a while. Went for a cup of coffee and someone put an idea in my head…

Week 3 - Tuesday
First thing in the session – flurry of activity as everyone circulated copies of his autobiography and action research planners for discussion. It was a totally new and stimulating experience for me to be involved in the plans, problems and personal feelings of other people in this way and to be able to learn so much from them while they were discussing their educational enquiries. I was fortunate in that my own enquiry was rather straight forward and clear cut. However I learned how difficult it was for my classmates to find their bearings because of numerous complications at work. Even though the problems are not mine, I felt totally involved in the process of teasing them out in the discussion in class. Through the experience of others I was taken through the difficulties of the action research process and was richer for the experience.

Apart from the educational benefits, I enjoyed the rich and varied writing styles of my classmates as well as the opportunity of knowing more about them through their autobiographies. We probably would not have revealed so much about ourselves in the course of normal conversations.

Next, suspense hung in the air as I revealed my lesson plan…who would like to learn how to use…chopsticks? Passed copies of my lesson plan around (Appendix A). The next step in my action research was to get some students and have the lesson videotaped before the next session. I also had to list down the criteria for my performance to be judged by my classmates in the next session.

After the session, I met Steve in the library and tried to persuade him to join my class on Friday. He would be unable to come but commented that duplo blocks would be rather slippery and difficult to pick up with a pair of chopsticks. That gave me some food for thought. 

After the session, I found out that the only time when a room and recording equipment could be made available to me was on Friday afternoon – a really fine example of bad timing because there were no classes on Fridays. However, with promises of free coffee and possibly gifts, I managed to persuade 3 of my MEd classmates to pick up the useful art of handling chopsticks.

Week 3 – Wednesday

In preparation for my lesson on Friday, I looked through my lesson plan once more and remember Steve’s comment about the duplo blocks. He was right and I had to find suitable replacements. Decided to use preserved dates that were more realistic than pieces of plastic. Further on in the lesson plan, during the practice section, I substituted some crunchy tid-bits that I felt would serve as a kind of motivation to master the skill of picking up food with chopsticks.

Based on the structure of my lesson plan, I worked out a form for evaluating my performance (Appendix C).

Week 3 – Friday

The moment had arrived. As there were only 3 students, we informally gathered around a table with me in the middle, one student to my left and two students to my right. The video camera was directly in front of me and was locked into position. No one was manning the camera throughout my lesson.

At the end of the lesson, I played back the videotape and viewed it for a short while. The lesson was very informal and I somehow sensed that the format of the evaluation form I had planned earlier would be too stifling and restrictive an instrument for judging the quality of my teaching.

Week 4 – Tuesday

In session 4, I reported to the group briefly what I had experienced during the videotaped lesson on how to use chopsticks. I felt that I was not as skilled as I should be in handling chopsticks but my students and I nevertheless had a lot of fun. I also mentioned that I had not realised that not everyone had fingers that were as dexterous as mine and that there were problems that were not anticipated in the lesson plan. Steve noted that I gave the impression that I was guilty about having fun in the lesson. That was true but I did not know why I should feel that way.

I also expressed my reservations about the evaluation form that I had designed. I thought that perhaps open-ended questions would allow for more spontaneity amongst the observers than the highly structured form I had designed.

Week 4 – Wednesday

Sat down to think about how I could improve the evaluation form to make it less structure. Decided that I needed to delve deeper into the philosophy of Action Research as I felt I needed to understand it better in order for me to judge if my intuition about the evaluation form was correct.

I read “Becoming Critical: Knowing through Action Research” by Carr and Kemmis. After selectively reading about half the book, I finally came to terms with what Action Research is. To confess, I have always been a staunch supporter of scientific research. I still am but now I can appreciate why action research is different and that it also has merits of its own. Having had the scientific way of doing research so entrenched in me, it was not easy to accept that research is any thing other than the use of statistical techniques to back up hypotheses and the generalising of the findings to the population.

Perhaps this was the reason that I was not able to review my evaluation form with ease. Analysis of data always entails the use of Statistics in real research – that must have been the stumbling block in my mind. But when I came to the following paragraph in Carr and Kemmis, I saw the light at last:

“Action research reconstructs past action on the basis of observation and future action in the light of reflection. It does not treat the space between these polarities as empty, but as in a state of dynamic tension which is resolved by a living dialectic of action and reflection.”

Because I had been set in motion by the series of assignments I was able to relate my actions so far to the theory underlying action research. I have conducted a lesson that is representative of the way I have taught and would teach prior to any evaluation. The next stage is the reconstruction of that action by observers who will critique the quality of that action. This is the stage where I feel I should take care not to go on the defensive but to listen and think about the judgements of others who are experienced and qualified to assess the quality of my teaching. I think the best thing to do would be to judge myself first, not for the purpose of setting up defences in preparation for anticipated attacks, but rather to know my weaknesses ahead of the observers so that I will not be defensive unnecessarily. Only then can I reflect objectively on the past and the future.

Now that I understand the principles, I thought that I should view the video tape and critique my own teaching as objectively as I can. Once I know my strengths and weaknesses, I should be able to think of questions for the revised evaluation form.

Week 4 – Thursday

Viewed the entire lesson on videotape. It was about 30 minutes in duration. Cringed at some of the things I did. Took down notes and decided to dissect my teaching to search for examples of good and bad teaching (Appendix B). Based on my findings, I devised a new evaluation form for the observers of my lesson next week (Appendix D).

Week 5 – Tuesday

Day of peer validation. Only Leslie and Jan were present apart from Jack. They viewed the whole of my lesson and after that shared their feelings about my lesson with me. What they said confirms the bad points I noted about my own teaching.

Week 5 – Friday

Wrote a kind of report of what the validation group said for the next session to check if I had understood what was said and suggested.

Week 6 – Tuesday

Had to write a proper account of my learning through action research and the insights I had gained integrating the readings and relate my findings to propositional educational theory.

Week 7 – Tuesday

Got praised for a fine piece of precise work. Admitted that being concise and precise and structured is my greatest strength. Went away very pleased but did not let go to my head. Jack wanted a copy of my account on laser printout. Wow! Wait till my husband hears this.

Week 8 – Tuesday

It was a very interesting session. After everyone had shared shown what they had been doing and had their uncertainties clarified I had to admit how much more I needed to read about the philosophy and development of action research to beef up my account. Expressed that the account, once presented, was unalterable, so how was I going to integrate the heavy stuff? Did not know how all this would fit in. jack said “Don’t worry about fitting in” because I had presented my account and now felt that there was a need to delve into theories. It was not wrong to do things this way. Phew!

Week 8 – Friday

Been reading about the history and development of Action Research. Been reading but could not integrate the readings. Felt like incinerating the books out of sheer frustration. Finally the chapter on Critical thinking in Carr and Kemmis’ Becoming Critical evoked a feeling of “I think I’ve got it”. That was what I have been looking for – the great thoughts that are behind the Action Research movement.

Week 9 – Tuesday

 Shared my feelings of frustration and exultation at having stumbled upon the chapter on critical thought. Got the go-ahead and help from Jack with the readings to integrate critical thinking into my account. Taught my second lesson (Appendix F) on how to use chopsticks to the group in the studio. I am rather happy with this lesson because I feel I have succeeded in transcending the barrier that had always divided education and training for me. I was able to value the educational aspect of the lesson as well as teach the skill without being too overbearing and mechanistic.

Week 10

Phew! More action research next term?

APPENDIX E

LESSON ON HOW TO USE CHOPSTICKS

(Self-evaluation)

Good 

Bad



1 Lesson had a clear structure. Objectives were clearly demonstrated.

2 Was relaxed, got people to talk about their experiences, acknowledging their needs.

3 Letting students relive their difficulties by asking them to find a way of picking up the dates with the chopsticks. Students should experience the difficulties so that they will then be more attentive and motivated during the lesson.

4 Using the idea of shadow-play to demonstrate the way chopsticks are held.

5 Music during practice sessions. Music relaxes the students and make the practice less tedious.

6 Attempts to handle the unexpected:

7 Stiff fingers – finger exercises

8 Fast learner – more difficult exercise.

9 Real food at the end of the lesson – rewarding and motivating.



1 I was too task-oriented and mechanistic. Seemed too eager to get through the structure of the lesson according to plan.

2 Showing of impatience:

When asked “How do you eat rice   with chopsticks?” I appeared to brush aside the question by saying that that would constitute another lesson, being too set on starting the lesson according to plan.

In response to the remark: “This is difficult!”, I said with a little annoyance in my voice: “You’ve got to practice!” 

When one of the students   obviously was having problems. I said to her rather unkindly “Come for remedial classes” although I had not meant to hurt her.

3 Wrongly assumed that anyone of average intelligence would be able to master the technique of using chopsticks after one lesson with me. Overlooked the psychomotor aspect and the fact that people have varying degrees of dexterity.

4 Did not make use of the knowledge of the best student. Could have asked her to explain how she managed to use the chopsticks so well to the other two to lesson the amount of talking I did and also to make her feel good.

Did not handle her questions too well. When asked why the chopsticks should not cross each other, I merely said that the correct way was not to cross them. I was inadequately equipped to deal with such questions because I had not anticipated them.  

5 I overlooked the fact that          students are naturally curious about the history and culture behind the use of chopsticks and could have included a discussion of that at the beginning or at least have prepared for such questions so that I would not be impatient when students posed them at intervals.

6 Way of talking was rather authoritative. Taking too much control of the class. Should facilitate rather than direct.



TRANSCRIPT 1

First interview with Jack Whitehead

P:
In your writing between 1980 and 1990,have you changed in your basis for tour living educational theory? In your earlier work you seemed to have focussed on the idea of the living educational theory, the values and negation of values and in the later years you focussed on the educational development of the individual.

J:
I think the two PhDs I submitted, one was called the dialectical approach to education and that was in 1982 and the 1981 was called educational practice and its theory so in both of those I was concerned with the nature of the individual'’ claim to know his own educational development and they do both focus on dialectics and the idea of a living contradiction and in particular the standards of judgement that we might use to test out the individual’s claim to know his individual development. And I think those themes have remained with me for the past ten years. I think what’s changed is the increasing focus on the interest in the politics of educational knowledge from ’82 to ‘ 85 that kind of period that was forming my interest so that the present papers that I write are much focussed on issues to do with power and politics and also the ethics which underpin on educational knowledge and that comes out of the concept of good order so I think that marks the kind of development of my whole thinking. I also become much more focussed on the accounts by other people who acknowledge the use of some of my ideas in helping them to move forward so they are demonstrating that some of the ideas I have created have use value. That’s how I would characterise those shifts. But also the dialectic, nature of educational knowledge have become increasing important and it was a focus in 1982 and people like Kevin Eames, myself, Peter Mellet and others are helping to define more carefully with case studies to illustrate what it means in action.

P:
All these other books I’ve read where people talk about collaboration, they don’t really focus so much on dialectics do they? They are just talking about people coming together and talking, being more open. Would you say that the focus on dialectics is a distinctive feature of your theory?

J:
Yes, without question I think that when the senate of the university passed last year the MEd modules on AR 1 and 2 with a statement in AR 2 that we have gathered together in this university the most extensive collection of dialectical approaches to educational knowledge in the country and I do think that that does distinguish the epistemological base of our inquiries from other forms of action research.

P:
Am I right in saying that in talking about other forms of AR such as the form – there is this form in Australia, Deakin University. What makes their AR different from yours?

J:
I think it’s the use of a view of theory drawn from sociology which is known as Critical Theory so when they talk about the emancipatory potential of AR, I think they are drawing on a sociological theory to do with the nature of social change and that is largely linked to the work of Jung and Habermas and I think it is his earlier work rather than his later work. So I think that is a characteristic of Stephen Kemmis’s work and also Wilf Carr’s work at Sheffield because Carr and Kemmis in “Becoming Critical” has as its focus an understanding of the work of Habermas and Critical Theory and I think they believe that by getting on the insight of that kind of theory then the Action inquiry will be emancipatory because that view of theory is held by them to be emancipatory whereas the focus here is focussed on the questions of the kind “How do I improve my practice?” with the underlying explication of the values that people hold as a motivation for change and development and not the primary focus of Jung and Habermas.

P:
In one of tour papers, you said that the model you developed – I encounter a problem, I imagine a solution… that is in a way a parallel to Popper’s model of Hypothesis testing…  

J:
What I have said in his growth of logical thinking, the logic of scientific discovery, he does talk about his famous schema which is that we formulate problems, we put forward tentative theories, we eliminate error and then we reformulate our problems so in that sense of being systematic in an inquiry, I think that the action inquiry that we are developing here does have a form that we can claim is scientific.

P:
If it’s a definition, or redefinition of science according to Feyerabend, he says that science is exploratory, won’t you say that you have a science but it is a newer view of science that it is exploratory rather than being based on methods like Popper’s?

J:
I think you are right and I think that what I want to get away from – and you used the word model – and you see my own work, I don’t use the word model and one of the reasons is that if people identify with that form of inquiry which is I experience a problem when some of my values are negated, I imagine and act and evaluate and modify – it may appear to be a model. What I think that form and content does because the content includes the “Is”, the living contradiction, the experience of oneself as a living contradiction that it enables the form to hold within it what Medawar wanted when he was criticising Popper when he said that Popper’s view of the hypothetico-deductive process disavow any competence to speak of the generative aspects of scientific thoughts, those creative episodes of thought which Medawar rightly says are central to scientific enquiry so I agree completely with you that the view of that the characteristic of an AR inquiry should be exploratory it does have the power to include the imaginative episodes when you move from the experience of yourself as a living contradiction into an imagined way forward, so it is holding the imagination, the creativity of the point of forming a way forward.

P:
But it does appear to be a model – a model consists of steps. When I went into my first AR inquiry, I went through a process. Someone might just argue that it is a prescriptive way of doing things.

J:
I think that’s a real problem. Jean McNiff puts it in Chapter 3 of her book on Action Research where she tries to show that if you try to identify with that process you can then use it without it becoming prescriptive and I think Wittgenstein had a lovely view about philosophy and an approach where he said that if you understand what I have been doing, you may use my work as a ladder but you will learn how to throw the ladder away and move on on your own. Now I think the case studies that we’ve got building up in the School of Education show how people initially liked that process that I described – the experience of the process or problem, they imagined what to do, they’ve acted, evaluated and modified and when you have a look all the accounts that were written, you will be able to see that process working in various cycles throughout their work but I think that quite a number of people have moved beyond that form for presenting their accounts. One of them is exploring the use of the narrative – the narrative form of communicating his ideas. So I think what that form of inquiry gives you is a systematic form which appeals to be common sense because as they reflect on how they have gone about solving practical problems they can recognise that there is this danger that you are right to say it could then be used as a prescription which I think would be a mistake. People can if they use it to give their inquiries a systematic form. But each individual’s form of life is in a very important sense unique and maybe what gives a form to our collaboration are the dialogues that we have in a conversation as we try to help each other to move forward. So I think that that form should be seen to be within conversations of the kind that we are having now which are exploratory which do help people to move forward in their thinking.

P:
So that is distinctive in your theory – the dialectics, the conversations and people coming together and discovering how to solve problems and how to improve their situations – that is basically it. Well I agree with that because two nights ago, Lise and I had a very long conversation about action research. She asked me to explain to her what action research was because she was interested but didn’t quite understand what it was. So I explained to her using my first assignment on using the chopsticks and gave her the process and at the end of it she said, “I can’t really figure it out, it is things that people have been doing all the while, good manners do and good teachers do, so this idea of action research is not new.” What I did then was to tell her that what’s new about it is that there is a theory that is generated out of this quest of the teacher to improve her situation in the school. In the past what people have been doing or claims they have been doing is just acting upon their practice and say “This is how I would want to improve” but in the end they never evaluated. They just made a change and I told her that was what I have been doing. Then she went on to relate to me an experience she had as a headteacher with a group of new teachers. She said that she always had problems with new teachers because they couldn’t cope and they would individually go to her and cry and tell her their problems. She said, “I have this problem of teachers coming to me, but what I am really concerned with is not really that they couldn’t cope but because they couldn’t cope the school children were affected.” She thought about what she could do and she came out with this plan in which she decided to get the teachers out of the classroom as a group. She bought their time. She paid them to come together every week to talk about their problems and to solve it within the group. She literally made them write diaries of their feelings, of their problems and to bring these diaries to the group to discuss. In the end, after 6 months, she could tell that there was an improvement because they no longer, or rather there were fewer cases of teachers running to her with their problems and in some of the diaries the teachers said that the activity was useful although some of them were skeptical at the beginning. She said that she had been doing action research except that it was not called action research. How would you see this? Would you see this as action research?

J:
Up to now she hasn’t made explicit what she’s been doing. In the conversation with you, you’ve put forward that analysis which is actually on the tape where you talked about her concern, used the notion of action plan, you actually described what she did and how she evaluated it. Now, if Lise would build up that description and explanation of how she tried to improve a practical context in education, that is what I am saying would constitute educational theory. I agree with you that the reason that it becomes different and transformatory because in the making public of what you intuitively think you are doing you always come up against the problem in fact you are not doing what you thought you were doing. There are always moments of insight that you gather from making public the claim that you know about your practice. What I think makes it very different from just doing things is where you evaluate your present practice from a position of your past practice and through a vision about what it is you are trying to create. So that is what I think makes it a living theory and moves it forward from being simply practice or even reflection on practice. I think this idea of research that is systematic inquiry that you make public does have the power to create descriptions and explanations for practice that can help you to understand your practice in a way that is moving it forward. That is why I think it is very different from when people say we have been doing this all the time. What they mean is that they can recognise the form that you describe in their practice but they haven’t been making it public, they haven’t been offering descriptions and explanations for their own professional practice.

P:
What I told her – because I was trying very hard to justify that it was not action research she was doing – so what I told her was, “Yes, you went through the process but I cannot see it as action research the way that I understand action research to be – there was no theory.” She had values that I tried to fit into the action research cycle – “You had values, but these values were negated in practice because of these teachers running to you with all their problems and the school children were affected. Therefore you came up with a way of overcoming a problem – this strategy of getting them together and to discuss. After a six month period, you stood back and evaluated based on the journals you collected and your observation of your situation. There had been an improvement. I told her that one, she did not have people to evaluate the situation apart from herself. If they agreed with her then that would be the kind of evaluation that we truly do in action research and it’s valid. The other thing was that she did not have a theory. So I asked her, “What did you learn?” I said that if I were a headteacher in another school what words of wisdom would you impart to me and she said, well, when people get together and discuss their problems, they can always be trusted to work things out themselves. You also have to give them time. She believed that it is very important for them to explore the “self” and to have the support of the group to be able to solve their own problems. I told her that if she could crystallise this into a theory and make a claim that “This is my theory, from my experience and you write it up and put it on the shelves and people could read it and single out the theory, then that would be action research. Do you think that I have defended action research correctly?

J:
I think you have. I just put it differently when you talk about evaluation. I think you’ll have to say that you do try and validate your claims through public criticisms so that where you are making claim to know something then that is actually backed by the evidence. So we have a validation exercise rather then evaluation. I think that would have strengthened your argument. So in your use of theory – I think it might be off-putting to say have you got a theory because in this country, the way people relate to theory is of a macro-theory kind where the definition is often used – this idea that you have a set of variables which are related together which you use to explain a particular event. Now, in action research, we are working from an opposite point of view. We are saying that if you have a description and explanation for how you are doing something, why you are doing something then that itself is actually constituting theory. So we are not operating from a macro-theory where we apply theory to practice. It is trying to convince Lise that her explanation for how she is improving the quality of practice and her own educational development. That explanation itself is constituting a theory. And that is the only point that I would have changed. But that was excellent, Peggy, that was…

P:
There are so many brands of action research. Now people are working towards a shift in paradigm. How do people get together then to make the big move when there seems to be disagreement even within the new thought?    

J:
The question – how do they all come together? I think you are right. As Thomas Kuhns said that when a dominant paradigm begins to break down, you begin to get a shift, a sense of crisis out of which you get quite a number of alternatives. Now about seven years ago – about 1983, ’84, you could see a shift in the direction of the practitioner as researcher that it will be from the reflections of competent professionals that we will generate a valid educational theory. We’ve now got a large number of people who are trying to explore those ideas. I think the crucial thing is how will you test the validity of the ideas from the different groups. What criteria will we use to see whether one set of ideas have got more explanatory power. Because we have focussed on educational theory, I think we are very well placed to be claiming that we have actually found an approach that will replace the old disciplines approach with the dialectical approach. So you still find in other areas people writing – so John Elliot will produce his book – but you’ll see that even though he had that Cambridge journal on “New directions of educational theory” he chose to focus on mine. So I think that people should criticise the different contributions to the field now in terms of whether they are generating valid explanations for educational development of individuals. This is how I would see the fundamental criteria to judge the validity and the adequacy of the different approaches. Because we focus on that as a question here, I think we’ve got a good chance of being seen as – if you like – the dominant replacement for the disciplines approach. Time will tell.

P:
At this stage in the development of action research, where would you place the progress. I mean it’s like Kuhns’ scientific revolution. We haven’t been successful yet. We are still struggling in the revolution if you look at it as a revolution. Based on the work you have done and what’s happening in this country, where would you place then the development of action research? On a scale of one to ten….

J:
The fact that you are beginning to make  a synthesis for your own dissertation, the fact that on Saturday you saw Jean McNiff’s new book which will be published in January, the draft there has the form of the action inquiry developed here as the form for that book. I think that we have here a very good chance – and I would put it more than 50-50 at the moment in terms of 50 percent likelihood that the views that are being developed here become the dominant way of thinking about educational theory. But I think we’ve moved an awful long way, the past 5 or 6 years and certainly for the last ten years where the ideas were totally rejected within the institution here. We are now in a position where people like myself have become president of the British Educational Research Association. We’ve had that position to talk about some our ideas. We are now moving our work into local schools as whole-school approaches to development. Whole authorities such as Avon have taken on the ideas and are developing them. So I think we have now got a very good chance in developing these ideas into the dominant form of educational theory.

P:
Do you foresee that in future, at least in this university, in initial teacher-training programmes, action research will be the way in teacher training. It will be one of the methods like with the PGCE.

J:
Yes, I am sure that we are going to develop the ideas that have been piloted over the past two years – that was developing action research approaches for the development of the teaching force. The different phrases are used like the “Reflective practitioner” like records of student experience, action inquiry but I do believe that I’ll be giving some of the keynote lectures next year to the postgraduate students where I’ll be stressing these ideas and their own role in generating educational theory even as student teachers by reflecting on their own practice explicating the values they hold and trying to get evidence with their children on the process of learning and in their classrooms and it will become the dominant way of thinking about education and educational theory.

P:
Now if we were to look at it in terms of territory, we’d say that your stronghold would be the county of Avon.

J:
In terms of the extent, I think the individual schools are going to become our stronghold because the money is going to be devolved increasingly to individual schools in terms of the power of the governing bodies with the heads to devolve their money into teacher development into institutions like this. So whereas Avon has spread action research more than any other county in terms of taking it as a policy we are very strong now in individual schools and I think that will undoubtedly grow.

P:
What about outside of Avon…Nottingham, Worcester College of Higher Education…

J:
Kingston, Cambridge

P:
and East Anglia…are they all using this brand of action research?

J:
Cambridge, you would say is much more focussed on John Elliot’s ideas. Sheffield with Jean Rudduck. Worcester is now increasingly using ideas from here. Nottingham Polytechnic, Kingston definitely, one of the biggest moves forward is being made with Pam Lomax at Kingston Polytechnic. So I think are the kinds of areas at the moment where the ideas generated here are moving outwards in a significant way and you’ll see those in the BERA dialogues that Pam Lomax edited, it’s all the evidence in there from what’s been going on here and you saw it on Saturday with people like Mary Gurney.

P:
From your earlier articles it appeared that the way you developed your living educational theory as a result of your teaching experience. You find that the propositional theories did not work for you. It was through yourself watching a videotaped lesson that you developed this way of doing research that is more meaningful to you. And also you drew from Habermas and Polyani. What about Stenhouse?

J:
I haven’t gained the kind of inspiration from Lawrence Stenhouse that people like Jean Rudduck gained, the people at East Anglia like John Elliot, Stephen Kemmis, David Hamilton, Clem Adelman who worked with Lawrence Stenhouse I didn’t come under that kind of influence. I was not part of that group and I think that that may be one of the reasons why I think the crucial creative move I made was in being able to put the living “I” as a living contradiction at the centre of the creation of the living educational group. Now that is something that the group that came under the influence of Lawrence Stenhouse never did because although the talked about the dialectic, although they talked about teacher as researcher, they themselves didn’t research their own practice with their own “Is” at the centre of the process. So I think that that is why there is a break and I think it is a creative break, when you have a look at the work of the people who were very influenced by Lawrence Stenhouse and the work that’s been going on here.

P:
I’ve read Lawrence Stenhouse from Jean Rudduck’s and Hopkins’ book on the readings from Lawrence Stenhouse and I find that they focus more on teacher as researcher. Basically their ideas are not really very drastically different from what you advocate in that they, too believe that it is the teacher who has the power to change. So would you see that as the similarity?

J:
Very much so. I think that the focus is on the teacher as researcher. The idea of the teacher as reflective practitioner, that is really a shared commitment. I think that were we have differed is that I haven’t taken myself as a teacher in my research. I have studied my own educational development in relation to the power relations I found myself in in the university. Now that does distinguish my work, in other words, the teacher in Jean’s work and others is often taken as an abstract concept in their analyses of what’s going on. I haven’t taken myself to be a teacher in my research. My own “I” has been there asking how do I improve my practice but my practice has been as an educational researcher trying to generate educational knowledge by focussing on my own educational development and that I think is a big difference between the two schools of thought.

P:
But don’t they do the same thing, I mean the process that they carry out in action research, don’t the teachers go through the same process as you?

J:
Yes, I think that form is similar. Where I think there is a difference here. I’ve shared with my students my own educational development such as the work you had a look at. And I think they can then see that it is a living reality for an individual, not plan, act, evaluate, modify. In other words, that form is held within an individual’s form of life as he tries to improve his practice. So I think that really does make a difference that we focus upon your question “How do I improve my practice?” as the crucial question.

P:
Am I right that when it comes to the process of doing action research, there is not much difference between what that group is doing and what you are doing but the difference lies in the way you deliver the idea of action research, or the way you get people to do action research in that you want people to share what you have been through and you want people to empathise or identify with your experience but with the other group, it’s more propositional in that they are just expounding another theory and people just apply the theory. Would that be the main difference?

J:
I think we are getting closer to the main difference. I think that it is that I see my students and myself creating educational theory. I think that the others are still operating as traditional academics where they feel that they almost own the theory which they are then communicating to their students. So I think you are right, that does clearly distinguish the different approaches. I see that you are and along with the rest of us actually creating through these reflections of yours through your own practice.

TRANSCRIPT 2

Second interview with Jack Whitehead

P:
There was this particular phrase that was used quite often in the certain sections of the interview yesterday. Could you clarify what is meant by the phrase “moving forward”?

J:
I’ve got two specific ideas that I relate to the ”moving forward”. One is to do with the values that I hold and my experience that some of my values are negated in my practice. Where I work in the university I find that often the decision-making process that works within the university does not live up to my ideas of what a democratic institution would operate. So all the time I am trying to create a climate within my work place which enables more participation, more democracy and decision making. So when I feel that I have managed to organise this better so that more democracy is in action, then I think that I am moving forward. There are other issues to do with my value of respect for persons, for people, the quality of relationship within my work place, is not of the quality of which I believe we can aspire to. So I feel that when I feel the climate is moving towards that direction or when the quality of relationships are getting more open or more honest, more caring, then I think that I am moving forward. So, it’s in that area of taking the values that you hold and feeling that you are living them more fully in your practice. So that’s one area. The other area is concerned with the conceptual forms of thought that are associated with other thinkers. An example that comes to my mind that was in 1985 when I gave a paper at the British Educational Research Association and I was talking about the kind of questions that I was going to be asking in my research. And as I was pursuing those questions which were to do with power, I read a lot of work to do with Michel Foucault and also Jurgen Habermas and they gave me certain insights which helped me to understand the nature of my work here, the nature of power relations, the nature of the structure in which I was working. So I think, they helped to take my ideas forward because of conceptual forms of understanding that I found were illuminating and insightful in understanding my own practice. So those are the two areas I refer to when I say I am “moving forward”.

P:
So if I were to paraphrase you, “moving forward” would mean improving one’s circumstance like you have an idea of what is “the good” or what is ideal and you want to move towards that and whatever that you do will move you forward.

J:
It is, but I’ve got a problem over “the good”. It goes back to Plato’s idea. Plato had an idea that the guardians of society would have a firm idea of what the nature of the good was in the sense of an ideal form. Now I don’t have a vision that is within that form – the form of “the good”. I have values that I hold. So if I am in particular contexts and feel that those values are not being lived fully then by acting in a particular way, I think I can improve the life within the context. But it is not working from an ideal from that is a blueprint that I then apply to that particular context. The denial of the value emerges in a context and then I try to improve it.

P:
So it works from the basis of values from being a sort of springboard for action. What happens if somebody starting on action research identifies a set of values that contradicts with what society thinks or what somebody doing action research thinks.

J:
 I think there are two separate questions there to do with the notion of society. What if society doesn’t agree with the particular values. The other was when you are working with another collaborator and you find yourself disagreeing. My answers related to something that a Professor John Tomlinson said last Monday at a talk about the General Teaching Council. He said that the job of the professional teacher was to act in the interest of his or her pupils but with the public interest in mind. So there was an idea that the teacher or educator should be acting in the interests of the society or the state of which one was a part. Now sometimes the government of the day would have policies that I particularly disagree with and yet they have been democratically elected to put into place those policies. Now this doesn’t mean that I cannot work against those policies by argument, by trying to show why the policies are ineffective and I think that that is part of my job as a critical thinker that I’ve got to do that. So you asked what if the values you hold conflict with the public interest, the state or the government, I’ve got to be careful about what I am saying about the government, the state or the public interest because I would always argue that I would like to act in the public interest but the public interest may not coincide with the government of the day are actually doing. When it comes to individuals, within my position in the university, I can at the moment select who I choose to supervise. So I am not required to supervise anybody.  When students talk over with me what their interests are, I find that I don’t supervise people whose value I don’t respect. Sometimes we have different values, for example if you talk to Jean McNiff and Mary Gurney, who were two PhD students of mine who were awarded their degrees last year and two three years ago they are fervent in their Christian beliefs. They believed that Christianity move them forward. I am not a Christian but this hasn’t stopped us working together on practical problems to do with action research because there were areas that we were both trying to improve. So I think it matters about the actual practical problem that you are working on and that I find that there are people with different religious beliefs I can actually work with. But if I was asked to take a student who was following fundamental Islam and that student said to me as the books and texts on Islam say that the western view of democracy is in conflict with Islamic views then I would have a great problem in supervising that student if he or she wanted to hold on to that view of of the lack of democracy because democracy is part of my action research. I think that it is really a fundamental question, the one that you’ve asked, one right at the heart of action research that brings it into political conflict.

P:
Listening to what people who have done action research talk about their work and reading some of the work, including yours of course there are certain phrase that mark out your brand of action research, like the words “moving forward”, “celebration”, “dialectics”, “values”. It is like a religion in a way. It could even appear to some people as a fundamentalist kind of religious beliefs and that could make people very wary of this kind of research. It’s like is it something that works or is it a group getting together, getting power for itself for whatever reasons and through a mechanism. How would you react to that?

J:
I think it’s a real danger and the way I react is to say if you look at the presidential address I gave to the British Educational Research Association you will see at the end a list of people who have successfully completed their action research case studies with me and if you go to some of those case studies, you will see a very wide range of spiritual commitments, of curriculum commitments, of ways of working of ways of thinking. So there would be no way in which I think you would be able to say I have imposed a way of working on my students. But I am also conscious that we have shared certain qualities and ways of working which in my own intention do have universal commitment behind them. So I think this is where the danger comes in action research. The greatest danger is when you come to the nature of the relationship with people. If you are with the Christians like Mary and Jean then their fundamental spiritual commitment is to their God. If you look at my own commitment it is to what Martin Buber who is a Jewish theologian talked about the “I-You” relationship which is a humanistic notion about sharing an insight into the other person and really feeling that you are communicating profoundly and deeply. Now that is where I think that there is this almost religious component to it because it is spiritual. It is to do with the communication between two people or more people. But the big thing in the way I hope to conduct myself is that it is not part of what I insist upon in my work with students that the systematic inquiry is something that somebody can identify with whatever kind of belief. The values that come into an educational inquiry mark off certain kinds of activities so that there are certain kinds of belief systems which I would not accept as part of an educational action research inquiry to do with for example a denial of freedom, justice and democracy. So all of those you could say were beginning to get a little exclusive so the action research inquiry is all, is embracing all, I think that is quite universal in the way which people take to that. Come to the values, that is where you begin to select certain values and say, well, I am not going to count as educational those values appear to deny freedom, democracy and justice. You then go on to the spiritual side of existence and that is the most sensitive one because if the action inquiry based on the values and what I call the aesthetic or the religious and spiritual component does have some universal meaning then it will attract people to form a more peaceful and productive community then the one that we are actually in at the moment and that’s on an international scale.

P:
Has there been any large-scale study in this country to show that the education system is not really working well because of the quality of the teachers and that action research could be a kind of remedy for the shortcoming.

J:
There has been not large scale studies to look at the role action research can play. This is part of what I am trying to promote in the country. It is a way of working that will enhance the quality of learning and the professional standing of teachers. Many studies by the national inspectorate who have looked at the initial teacher education programmes and who regularly sample a large number of schools and then write reports upon the quality of teaching. And the latest ones I think show that between two-thirds and three-quarters of lessons are satisfactory and between a third and a quarter are unsatisfactory. Now that is the kind of judgement that is being made from the national service by HMI. What I am now trying to do with lots of others is to bring the action inquiry to professional development at the centre of how to enhance teaching and they will be able to monitor and evaluate our success in that area. But there are no large-scale studies going on at the moment apart from the HMIs looking at quality.

P:
One possible criticism of the kind action research that you do here would be this: somebody said if you look at Kurt Lewin's idea of action research, he said that it is to be diagnostic and it is only to supplement fundamental research. How can you argue against this: let the academics do their research and let them have their theories and it can still be applied in the institutions. In other words, the argument may be why can't you just carry on action research, call it a kind of inquiry, focus on the development of the teacher but why is it so necessary or important to have a theory and this idea should be important enough to overthrow the dominant paradigm?

J:
I think it is crucially important because it we want the profession to take on the qualities of the medical or legal profession and one of the characteristics of the high status profession is that they have a body of knowledge or theory to guide their practice. If you look at medicine or law, in law there are bodies of case law built up over generations that then guide that profession. In education, we have suffered for generations from the ideas of academics who have not studied teaching themselves and have not engaged in research on their own educational development on their own practice. But nevertheless they have created the hegemony of what counted as educational theory. In the 60s and 70s educational theory was held to be made up of the contents of the psychology, philosophy, sociology and history of education. So the reason I think it is so important to generate an adequate theory of education is that it can then be related directly to the educational practices of teachers with their pupils and be part of the process of enhancing the learning of the pupils. There is another more profound reason and it's this that the universities in the western world were heavily influenced by a battle that took place between Plato and Aristotle years ago. Aristotle won it and the idea that the dialectician should hold both the power of synthesis and the power of analysis together which was the Socratic notions of dialectics gave way to the Aristotilean notion where he set up his law of contradiction which said that individuals had to choose whether or not a person had a characteristic or not. And the crucial thing is the "or not" because it set up the law of contradiction to say that you could not have two mutually exclusive statements which were true simultaneously. That view had actually structured western thought as it is. So you now got the universities that have now got the knowledge within the libraries set up in terms of distinct schools. So you have the school of physics, chemistry, biology. You also have a school of education but when you look at the educational theory within that school it's made up of the philosophy, psychology, sociology and history of education. What it is not made up of are reflections by competent members of society on their educational development. So I would see this view of educational knowledge and theory I am trying to create as trying to demonstrate that there is a more adequate way of thinking about human existence and the knowledge you can have about existence than is within the separate schools and the knowledge bases within the university. I am trying to demonstrate that a dialectical form of knowledge within the universities.

P:
So that's between Plato and Aristotle, dialectics and propositions and then in later years there's this great debate between Kuhns and Popper - that's on the nature of scientific revolution. At this stage wouldn't it be interesting to have another great debate between the positivists and action researchers. 

J:
You asked about whether it was appropriate to have a debate between the positivists and action researchers. I think the battle with the positivists has been won. I think there is now general acceptance that you do not use the methodologies derived from the natural sciences to try to understand human beings and the conscious and intentional behaviour of human beings. The argument I think we ought to have concerns with logic, that we ought to look at the nature of the claims to educational knowledge which have been made around the world and ask do these claims have the power to describe and explain the educational development of individuals. Now I believe that it will only be a dialectical form which is grounded in the existence of the individuals themselves as they live their lives and reflect on their lives and describe and explain their lives that will have the power literally to create a living educational theory which will have back again the power to describe and explain their lives. The theory I believe will be constituted from the explanations that they give. And in the course of producing that we will find whether or not we do share the form of inquiry, the underlying values, most importantly, the spiritual qualities that move us together as human beings and in which we feel affirmed or not. Now the logic of those inquiries I believe to be the dialectical logic, the formal and propositional logic which is within what counts as high status knowledge in this country and around the world is I think masking the reality of the kind of theory that I am interested in. The debate ought to be between the dialecticians and the formal and propositional logicians rather than the notion of the positivists and the action researchers.

P:
If such a debate were to take place, who would you see as your opponents?

J:
I take in this country the academics who have contributed to educational research journals and who believe they are conducting educational research and generating educational knowledge but who haven’t studied their own educational development. So those would be the people that I would like to engage in debate.

P:
Could you name them?

J:
Em, yes I think that within the research community in this country people like this year’s president of the British Educational and Research Association, Sally Brown who is professor of education at Stirling. Now I believe that Sally Brown is skeptical to the approach in action research and teacher research that I have developed. I would like very much to engage with Sally Brown in a discussion about the nature of the kind of inquiry that I believe constitutes education. This coming year’s president is Michael Bassey, professor at Nottingham who again will be very supportive but who has yet got to get onto the inside of the kind of ideas that I’ve been developing but who nevertheless has been supportive. So there are the groups I would like to have a debate in order to clarify understanding, like with Sally Brown I would like to have the opportunity to persuade and that includes people like David Hamilton, professor at Liverpool and quite an number of staff like Clem Adelman professor at Reading. So people who are on the critical theory side of action research, I would like the opportunity to persuade and I think they are open to persuasion. Then we’ve got this third group, of people who I think who have been opposed, and very strongly opposed to action research and its development. Now you’ve got people like the chairman of our Central Teaching Council called Professor William Taylor who was one of the professors who failed my first PhD. There’s another one, Jack Rigley and another Jeff Thompson here all of whom failed my first PhD. Now I don’t think there is any chance at all of persuading them but nevertheless I would like the opportunity for a public debate to simply put our positions forward so that other people can simply judge in the future, in the open and in public whose explanation is more valid, mine or theirs.

P:
Is John Elliot supportive?

J:
John has been very supportive in the sense that he examined Jean McNiff’s PhD so John was the international authority in this country. He examined Jean’s PhD and passed it and the vive was a delight to be in. There was a lot of opposition between the two of them and they argued furiously and then after half it became a genuine exploration as they took each others ideas forward. In the Cambridge journal in 1989, John related the international contributors to that particular issue to the article that I had in there on creating a living theory where I was very critical of John’s logic on the view rationality that he held and in that article John acknowledged that that idea of the living contradiction and the “I” being central was correct in his view but John still moves into an overview of the discourse. John’s tendency is always to develop that overview. Now that is not what I am about myself. I am trying to encourage each individual to create their own explanation for their own practice and to see that they are creating a living educational theory with me – not develop an overview in a conceptual form. Although John in the rhetoric supports and says he acknowledges the importance of the living contradiction and the “I”, in his language and his writing I don’t believe that he uses it validly or authentically in his discourse. And that isn’t because John is not being authentic in what he does because he does an enormous amount – more than anybody in this country – to promote action research. But just in that issue does he really look at his own “I” just as I look at mine in this institution for example with all the violations and difficulties I encountered and John did the same and the answer is no.

P:
Would you say that in this case there are so many schools of thought where action research is concerned. Who wins the day, as Kuhns has said, the larger number of followers you have, you’ve won – the conversion, that’s what Kuhns talks about.

J:
Again I think the power is related to numbers. Often what counts as knowledge depends on who in a particular position has power is subscribing to that view. So whereas a lot of individual who believes the opposite. And that what is actually permitted to count as the knowledge is what the powerful individual says is the knowledge. So I think the numbers are vital. Again it’s who in the community is holding the view and is putting it forward.

P:
So it’s very interesting because if you look at it as a kind of promotion. Let’s say you want to promote your brand of action research. So the strategy, as in marketing, would be to go and reach out to the market, to get as many consumers as you can. What strategies would you use in this case. Have you thought about that?

J:
Yes I have. The strategies I use are very similar to the ones that Socrates used. Socrates – there is nothing left, there is nothing in writing of Socrates at al. But Socrates’ ideas have lived through the ages because students of Socrates have actually acknowledged the value of those of ideas and ways of working for their own lives and those have been very influential individuals. So my own strategy is to study my own educational development what most normal people would see as highly embarrassing and damaging evidence and data on one’s own life into the market place and by that I mean the journals and the conferences I go to speak at. By doing that I believe that people will come to understand that I am not attacking a particular individual or institution. I am simply trying to be as honest as I can about an individual’s development as he commits himself to the vocation of education and shows what it means to try to be both creative and a member of a community who might reject his ideas and then bring power to bear on him to suppress those ideas but nevertheless from within the conditions of the university which protect academic freedom, the individual can still struggle to get those ideas out. So that’s one strategy I use. The other is to encourage the students who come to study with me to develop their own views about their professional practice in their work place. And I am finding that the research students tend to like the ideas I am promoting. They are free to reject to modify and criticise and we do that together so our ideas move forward in the sense that we were talking about earlier. And I am finding people like Jean McNiff for example publish their books, publicising some of my ideas and those then get taken round to other institutions. Pam Lomax at Kingston Polytechnic and Michael Bassey at Nottingham and Tony Ghayle at Worcester will all begin to subject my ideas to criticisms, they will be taken up by their students and in that way I believe that it will spread. Now that essentially is the strategy I am using plus to act at national level where I am trying to get an action research approach to professional development accepted by the Labour Party so that if they gain control of the government the next time in the next election that the ways of working that we have been promoting will have some kind of statutory support as well as through the General Teaching Council, that I am actively working to support. I think it is a very important question now because I am known to be active member of the Labour Party. I’ve been a Labour Party councilor on the Bath Labour Party Council. Now in Avon that was controlled by a group of liberals, Labour and Conservative because nobody had overall control. So they put a Liberal in the Chair of Education. Now that Liberal happened to be one of my old students. So I would work with that Liberal, called Don Forster, to try to get the policies I believed in through that political organisation. I would work with the Conservatives towards a policy that I believed in. Now we have tried to get the Conservatives committed to the creation of a General Teaching Council and have failed. So they have rejected the idea that they will bring in a General Teaching Council. The Labour Party have agreed in their first term of office they will support the General Teaching Council as have the Liberal-Democrats. So I would work with any political grouping that I believed is actually moving their policies in the direction that I believe. S it’s not a case of only working in a Labour Party policy groups. It is also trying to convince the conservatives of the effectiveness of these policies.

P:
Why were the proposals rejected by the Conservatives?

J:
I think that they see, the proposals they have put into place, to do with curriculum and assessment as sufficient to improve standards in this country. A number of us have argued that they have ignored the professional development of the teaching force that is why I want to fight for General Teaching Council. But the Conservatives argue that the policies they have put into place which are linked to the curriculum and assessment and then the in-service development of teachers is directed by the demands of the curriculum and the assessment programmes are the way in which standards in this country will be improved. So they don’t see the need for a separate body to enhance the professionalism of the teaching force. People like myself argue that they focus on the wrong thing. They should have focussed upon the professionalism of the teachers and then relate that to the curriculum and assessment, rather than allowing curriculum and assessment to dominate. They thought that the policies that they have in place through the Education Reform Act of 1988 were sufficient to improve the quality of education in this country and they didn’t see the need to set up another organisation, the General Teaching Council, to enable them to implement that policy.

P:
But don’t they have indicators such as research done on teachers or pupils, research that would point out to them that certain things have failed, like students are not learning to read as well as they should for a certain age group. I think there was a survey done not so long ago about reading. So doesn’t it tell them that their policies concerning teaching are not working as well. I mean, if they can be convinced with facts that these failings in the education system were in part due to the teachers and in turn due to the inadequacy of the training they received.

J:
It is very difficult for a government to publicise research that demonstrates that policies have failed. Now the government at the moment are suppressing a research report on children’s reading and writing to do with what’s called the LINK project. They are not publishing it because it’s thought that the findings are critical of their policies. I was at an educational research conference, the British Association of Educational Research and we invited the chief researcher from the DES, Brian Caine to talk to us – this was about seven or eight years ago – and he tend to be selective in their use of research. They are really only interested in a selective use of data which demonstrates to the public that their policies are working. Now that does seem to be what actually happens so that you don’t get what is happening in the research community the free and the public access to information which allows ideas to move forward rationally. And I think that is one of the problems at the moment at the political field. They haven’t found a way of enabling the research process we are talking about of action inquiry to be at the heart of political process because it you could have the research process at the heart of the political process you could then look at the nature of the values you hold in the political world, you could imagine the ways forward, you could act but you could actually evaluate in an honest way which can then feed back into your reassessment of your policies and practices just as we do in the action research and you’d imagine that that would be the rational way of going about social organisation and change. But I think we’ve got a long way to go before we get to that view.

P:
But I suppose that has to do with power. Whoever in power will not want to lose it and a sure way of losing it is as you said, to admit failure. So I guess even though they have certain values, I suppose foremost of all those values would be power so that’s why they can’t do it.

J:
Exactly that. So unless we have an educated population that understands that they put a group in power like the Labour Party putting them in power. The Labour Party have explained very well the process that they are going to go through so that they will acknowledge that this is what they are going to try for various reasons. They are going to try to evaluate it in this way and they are going to acknowledge where the mistakes are and then move forward in that kind of process.

P:
In other words they are going to use the action research process in the way they govern if they are elected. But politicians make promises…

J:
The do but this is where I think that Plato’s notion of politicians is very important, this idea of understanding what public interest is in relation to truth and good. I think what you are saying is true. In Indonesia for example the process of planning doesn’t get as far as it does in this country because other things get in the way as a power. So I think we are going quite a long way, we are nowhere near enough yet.

P:
Perhaps another strategy in spreading your brand of action research – could it be done through the Classroom Action Research Network. That is about the best place because it consists of so many schools of thought. If they could be reached, or converted, if a debate could be held there at some conference and great publicity is given to it and somebody writes a book about it.

J:
Again, today there is a meeting about the Classroom Action Research Network setting up an international referee journal on action research on education and training. So there will then be a major forum for the spread of various ideas and then we put them up again as we are talking about in the market place although I don’t think it’s a matter of buying, I don’t think it’s a market place. I think it is much more to do with the truth and honesty and being open to ideas. So in the public arena we put them up and see which one is most valid.

P:
I still see it as a market place because you have something to sell in a way and it’s up to them whether they want to buy. They buy your ideas.

J:
Can we look at that, because I think it is very important to be clear. If it was a market place then the ideas would be put up to be bought and sold and profit would be an important part of the market. Now I don’t actually believe that is what I am in education for. I managed to sign a contract that gave me a tenured appointment in the university in 1976 and I retire in 2009, that is my span, my working life. Now the vocation I have is to help to create ideas about education and educational theory and communicate those with academic freedom to publish and not be frightened of losing my job because I am critical of those in authority. I don’t believe I am putting up my ideas in any way to make a profit. In other words I am being paid to be a university academic. Part of my job is to make acknowledged scholarly and creative contribution to my subject that is education. So I still think I am managing to resist of the imposition of a market place on me because I am not putting up my ideas to be bought. I have a tenured contract, my ideas can go anywhere freely and they can be taken up or not. Nobody’s buying them.

P:
If you don’t look at profit in terms of money, nobody’s buying them but if somebody is convinced by your ideas then the profit that you have will be in the form of a reward, that is you are rewarded by the fact that people are taking up what you have sold them. So the concept of profit is not in terms of money but in terms of a reward. There was an exchange and you got something back in return.

J:
Great and what I got back was use value. One of the delights was when someone like you begins to find my ideas useful to them. It’s got a lot of dangers with it because you can come and say “What I am going to do is to follow your brand of action research. I think we work in a partnership, you questioning me like this is actually part of a dialectic in which you are stimulating my imagination to think of ways forward. Where you say have I thought about this, that was what you were saying as a question, that is actually helping to take ideas forward. It’s questioning it’s not in any way taking on my ideas in the sense of the ones that were creating in the past that are going to control who you are. Nevertheless you are finding some of my ideas useful in giving a form to your own existence in making sense of what you do. Now that is a great value for me the use value. I think the last two three minutes whilst you’ve been talking, there is something in the quality of the communication that is conversational in the best sense of the word. It’s where Richard Peters, a philosopher of education talks about education as a conversation. And I think that if you listen to your tape you will hear two people who have been listening to each other and who are genuinely interested in being open to questions that take them both forward. As I said to you it was no longer in any sense a tutor with a student. As you listen you will hear the change in tone, the realisation that it is simply two professionally committed people trying to take ideas forward.

TRANSCRIPT 3

Third interview with Jack Whitehead

P:
I notice that the values that you hold are very strong in the areas of democracy, justice and freedom and when I looked at the case studies, these values are also reflected there in the work or Erica, Kevin Eames and Moira. These are the values you hold and which others working with you are also holding. That’s why you aim for change, not just in the teachers but also in the students for a better society. Am I right?

J:
Yes you are right, go on.

P:
I was confused all over again. I read Dewey’s Democracy and Education, Chapter 11 on “Vocational Aspects of Education”. I read it some time ago but did not find that I could use any of it, didn’t really get much from it. Yesterday, I read the chapter again, took down some notes and found myself disagreeing with the whole lot of it – that’s the ideal. Where I come from and you know it, it’s the total opposite of what Dewey is advocating for education and vocational training. What he disagrees with, I agree with because that’s my society and then I began to ask myself, “Can I have these values of freedom, democracy and justice”’ Well as an individual, as a person, probably, I don’t know. But being where I am in that set-up, I cannot hold these values because it I hold these values, it will be in total opposition to my place of work, even my country. I can’t go back and ask the trainers to train their students to be more democratic, to question because we are in training and it is very complicated. The students who come to us are not academically inclined. They come to us for a skill and all we teach them is “skills” and our better society is that they get a job, everybody gets a home and we have progress in our ways – mechanistic, materialistic but that is our life. So I find that I can’t go back and have those values. And that was when I remembered you will not supervise people who hold different values from you. But then I sat down ad thought that basically if I adopt what you have done here – your living educational theory is something unique and it is a good way to work with to get people to improve, at least for not such altruistic ends but just for the improvement of the practice. So I said, “Well, if I go back, what are my values because it is meaningless without the values. I would say that based on who I am, what I have been through, the situation I am in, who I work for and my country, I think that my values would be in line with those of the government, and that is excellence in whatever that you do and I will hold the set of values that when I train people and when they train the students, they will always hold this value of excellence. That’s why it you look at the bulletin I gave you, there were all “firsts” – Singapore is first here and there, we make breakthroughs – so you see I come from that kind of a situation. I will have to go back and if I were to start anything then the values will not be freedom, democracy and justice because I cannot question those things. So after I have worked that out, I find I have to change the outline again. I thought that where I stopped the last time was when I described my cycle of action research, just a description of the procedure. Where I’ll move from there would be to focus on the living educational theory and I can get real live material from the interview I had with you and from the articles that you wrote. After the discussion on the living educational theory I will move on to the things that I can bring back to Singapore, the form, the criteria, the standards but the values I will have to change them and that is how I will have to move on in my country. From there, I will pick up on what Sim has said about the lack of criteria and discuss that and I don’t think I need to do the analysis of any case studies done here because as I looked through them I find that the values are different, so I’ll just concentrate on the criteria. If I were to go back and start anything, I would have the form ready and the criteria and all I need to do is get started.

J:
It’s very clear.

P:
What do you think of what I have said so far? Let me be honest – I always find that you are very cautious when you talk to me. You always hold back certain things or you phrase very carefully, am I right?

J:
Yes.

P:
Why?

J:
I think you are talking about profoundly important things. You are dealing with values and ideas that are going to affect your life when you go back so I am cautious.

P:
Why? Why should you be cautious. That’s the worst thing, if you are so cautious, you don’t tell me exactly what you of think of my ideas and I o away thinking that my ideas are OK. I wish that you would just challenge me sometimes and say “No, you are wrong there…you shouldn’t have such views…”

J:
I never think of that way as you are wrong. What I have always tried to do is to help you move forward in your inquiry. Em, I don’t know…I am conscious of holding back at one point where you are saying about nature of the values that you will use when you go back. Now, this is something you and I have talked about, about the way which in educational action research, it is the values which characterise whether what you are doing is educational or not. And you know within my own culture, I have selected valued which I think have universal potential, they may not have, but I think they have and those are the ones you’ve picked out – democracy, freedom and justice. So when you say to me, “I am going to go back to Singapore, I am going to look at my different values drawn from my culture which has to do with excellence in training, the idea of getting a job, getting material things, getting a home and all of those things I understand. So I am hesitant because I question my right to say to you…

P:
Why not? I respect your right, your values but I thought about it for two days and two nights and it was giving me nightmares and then I began to see the whole picture and that's when I questioned myself. But I could see that this is a different culture. I could respect those values and I think it is good to teach children to be more critical, to be able to question and not take things as they come and really it could move towards a better society where people actually discuss. But we have had a one-party government for 25 years and we are used to things like that. There are people who are critical of the government in my country and these are the people who couldn't take it, they leave, they emigrate. They are professionals, they question, they are not happy with material goods. They don't like the government implementing policies without consultation. They want freedom of speech, of political opinion. Having done this, I really appreciate that I have come into a culture where I am exposed to these values, like you say they are universal values. But also I have to fight against what I am, what I have been brought up as, the country that I grew up in, the set-up that I work with. So I find that on the one hand these are human values that I should as a human being hold. But on the other hand, I am in a country where I see progress, I don't see people starving, I don't see beggars and for everything the government takes from us - the taxes - we get it all back. People have homes so I think it is not bad too and what Dewey says about vocational training, that it should not be slotting people, putting people into specific occupations and then they are stuck for life, well I don't agree with that. To a certain extent it is true, people who are streamed or channeled and find themselves in vocational training and they will be technicians, they work in factories but it is not true to the extent that the government makes sure of progression for people in their lines of work. There are classes, funds for training, you can study, you can move, you are not stuck in a rut, you cannot forever a production worker. You just have to have the will to improve and the opportunities are all there. Like me, I am one of the privileged few sent overseas to have this kind of education. There are also other people sent to Germany, Japan, locally for technical training. They have the opportunity to progress. I don’t agree with Dewey’s view but of course he is in another culture that is different from mine. He has not been in my culture to see that done in a way which he thinks is wrong things work and people are happy.

J:
This is why I think why your latter section might draw on what we have been talking about the politics of educational knowledge. Where you are talking about a set of values drawn from a particular culture whether it is United Kingdom culture, whether it’s American culture, whether it’s Singapore culture then you are describing to me now very closely related to this idea of the politics of educational knowledge because in a very exciting way, you are setting up a challenge to different kinds of values. This is what we talked about some times ago, about sets of values that appear to be in conflict and that then brings you into the political arena where power is at the centre of the process. What you are describing, it seems to me, is very powerful as a way of analysis the values you wish to hold as you go back to Singapore. What is actually working for you, the kind of beliefs that you have and how you are committed to live out a number of the values the Singapore government are actually committed to. When you have a look at the nature of the process of creating educational theory for professional practice it seems to me that you are embracing the form of the action inquiry, you are looking very carefully at the criteria for judgement and you are saying that there are differences in values which you are going to make explicit and which will distinguish the nature of the educational theory that you will be producing as you describe and explain your practice in Singapore to the one that is based, for example, on Dewey’s notion of…or based on my own, so I…

P:
Yes, because here it is social change, I can’t go back and start something to say that “Look, we have to have social change, we have to educate the population and make them more critical for the values of freedom, democracy and justice. I can see why that we don’t have freedom of speech or political opinions in Singapore because we are multi-racial. Once something is said, or printed it cannot be taken back and then what happens, there may be racial disharmony and riots. In which country do you find people who lived so harmoniously for 25 years? There are so many ways of instigating unhappiness and the government makes very sure…

J:
But bring that in in terms of the values you hold. This is equal opportunities you described, you are describing now living in a multi-culture society, all very important values, you’ve dealt with which is really fundamental in terms of the economic and material base of peoples’ existence which is a value which doesn’t come into democracy, justice, freedom that we do need that value that the vast majority of us place on economic survival and you have actually put that as a central value. That is where there is a conflict between various values - very different balance. But I think you’ve got on the tape here then nature of the values that you hold.

P:
Yes, which is what the government holds. After so many months, I’ve got the form, I’ve got the standards of judgement but if I bring it back and I don’t bring back the values which seem to be to be the force actually behind this whole movement and if I don’t bring them back, then what is it, it’s not action research.

J:
It is. You’ve got the form and you’ve got the criteria. Now within those criteria you’ve got values.

P:
Yes, but my values are different.

J:
That is what you are going to be calling educational and this is where we look a the different cultures and that’s what for the politics of educational knowledge is very important so you could perhaps set up a conflict between the nature of the process that we are creating and something that you believe in.

P:
What am I supposed to do with that conflict? Do I want to resolve it, Do I want advocate, change? If I set up a conflict, there must be a purpose. 

J:
Well, that is where the problem of universality comes in. Once you start to hold these values and I do think you hold them with universal intent, but you’ve got to look a tour culture and our society and say perhaps our society could be improved in the direction that your society has moved in certain areas to do with vocational training, to do with the relationship between education and training and industry which it seems to me you are likely to have got a more efficient relationship than we have.

P:
But that seems to be another dissertation. I will have to find out the nature of vocational training in this country. I have to do a lot more, to know more.

J:
What you could do is simply leave the ending of the dissertation where you are at the moment that is the recognition that they are different value positions within your own commitments of this group here, couldn’t you? I mean that is true.

P:
There are two different sets of values here. I didn’t discover them till now. I did two assignments and I was at it for nine months. Now that I see the whole picture, gosh, did I really know what I was doing. All I knew was the form and I had to do so much reading and thinking and what really helped was talking to you. I analysed the transcripts and saw the whole picture. There was no way in which anybody can persuade me to change my values. Somebody else listening to this tape would say, What kind of a person is that who puts aside values of democracy, freedom and justice and advocates social engineering which I do, you knew that. I do it because I can see that it works. We have jobs, we have economic progress. People don’t starve. We have economic growth. We are taken care of. If I go back and say, “Let’s teach people to be more critical, first I can’t do that. I’m in a vocational set-up where people are trained to do a skill. In a workshop you cannot have a student questioning you why you should a job be done in a certain way or be more critical of the process. You can’t because if you do that, how are you going to send this guy into the industry and he questions everything and he doesn’t do. What we are interested in is you do so - you produce something perfect. If you want to move up, you take courses and the government will see you through. You improve your circumstance, your standard of living that way. It’s just like in the army, a soldier is trained to obey orders. The minute he questions there will be chaos. In a war situation, you just have to obey. I mean that is the extreme example. If he questions, somebody could die. You will have to tell me what you think because I can see it on your face. I have said so much and you are not telling me what you think.

J:
I agree if you are in a war situation, you need an army then the kind of training has got to develop – an obedience to authority. Now there are quite a number of countries that will look on the market as almost on a war footing that they are in there to compete with other nations, with other countries for slices of the world market. Now with that attitude, I can see that you must produce. You must produce well and you must do as you are told and you must put it into the same kind of authority structure as the army. If you do well at this you can actually merit promotion in quite rigid hierarchical way. So that I can understand, and I see quite a number of different cultures where that actually operates. Now, if you then ask countries that have reached a certain economic level, whether the quantity of life can be made better. It seems that they start to bring in other kind of values then the values of the market place. So they start to have a look of the nature of the quality of family life, quality of community life, the way people do start to have some say over decisions that affect their lives. And that then start to come into the industrial and commercial side of life because that is a main part of everybody’s life – the need to earn money to live. So I think that all of these kinds of movements in the world you look at can be related to the nature of values and state of development of the civilisation. Now, I suppose from within from my own culture because I have learnt to value participating in decisions that affect my life, being as independent and autonomous as I possibly can be as a human being making up my own decisions and trying to live our the values, for example, don’t want to support injustice, don’t want to support as you know non-democratic ways of operating. I want to overcome the denials of freedom when I experience those denials. That is what I start to mean by a good quality of life. So if you give me an analysis which relates it to an army with a form of hierarchical control where decisions are taken are transmitted down the hierarchy, down the line, then I come to a point at a personal level, that is not what I want for myself. If I am in that position I sometimes am when people deny those values, I then work to overcome those denials. On a professional basis and that is where there is an interesting difference between us, I have selected from my culture, the values to do with democracy, freedom and justice which characterise the educative process. What I am doing in my own educational development is to look at the implications to live by those values within the university and I do come against the power relations that might attempts to live by those values. There is a difference between us when you say to me, “Look Jack, what I am going to do is to explicitly subscribe to the government values which are and you have explicated on this tape and you feel that if you were to select the same kind of values that I have selected then life would be not just very difficult but on this tape you will hear yourself rejecting those values. Now that is very interesting to me because…

P:
Just as you reject mine, I am sure you will reject mine…

J:
Well, I haven’t rejected…

P:
If we swop positions.

J:
Oh, that’s right, I would find that very, very difficult…but I think I can take on some of your values because I’ve recognised the need for greater efficiency in various areas of our vocational training sectors of our society. But what I couldn’t accept easily is that form of social control and social organisation.

P:
That’s what we’ve had for 25 years but now the government goes for more public opinion before they implement anything and even within organisations, management does involve employees in making certain decisions that will affect the way they work, the work improvement teams, the quality control circles and things like that. It is the employees who get together and decide what is best. There is little bit of democracy and may be to you very trivial. In small ways, things are happening in which there is participation from the employees but again because of the set-up that we are, these are more instigated by the government to improve life at work. So if I go back with these values, people will not be able to accept it because it is really contradictory to the whole vocational set-up. I am telling you the reality of the place.

J:
I have been to listen to other people who’ve had friends killed in South America, in Chile in Uruguay for trying to criticise and live by the set of values that they hold. I do understand that if you do subscribe to some of the values, then historically people have been persecuted, jailed, killed and yet there appears to be certain kind of universal spirit in human beings which does keep striving.

P:
These people who subscribe to these values are prepared to be jailed, and to die for these values. They are something because they go for social change because there is something really not right about society and they devote their whole lives to their cause. But look at me, I have been sponsored to study here by the government. I come from a set-up where my values are so different. Why did I come here. I came here basically to get a masters degree so that the paper qualification will make me more credible. I am to go back with something usable. Now, if I agree that these values which people die for, you have to ask me whether I am prepared to go back and die for these values or go to jail for it.       

J:
No…

P:
If I go back and promote these values, no one will listen to me. From the analysis of the interviews I had with you, I came to a difference between the two of us. You are a university academic, I’m in vocational training. You have the freedom of thoughts, to publish, you deal with educational thoughts you are an academic. I am going back not expected to deal with thoughts. I am expected to deal with skills. So that is the difference. If I publish anything it will be in skill training. If I do anything in action research, it will be to improve the training skills but not the thoughts of the people I train. If I were sent here by the Minister of Education, I would be an academic and it would be easily for me to embrace these values of freedom, democracy and justice because that’s education. It so happens that in my country education and vocational training are split right down the centre. So it is difficult for me to go back and hold these values. It goes against the values of the vocational training set-up. The world is “train”, not “educate”. There are two differences. The overall difference is that one is education, one is vocational training. the Other one is that you are a university academic, I am not. That is why when my title was changed from “instructor trainer” to “lecturer”, I felt really uncomfortable because there are things that people associate with a lecturer. We have the title but not the things that go with it. We don’t deal with thoughts. I know how you must feel. If I may be very frank, I think you had hopes for me to go back and stretch this movement – really like you say it is universal, that was the intent – but I did not know, I did not see this picture in the beginning. I only saw the procedure and when I finally saw the light, gosh…the conflict in values.

J:
I have lived with that kind of the tension in terms of having ideas rejected. Now there is no way in which I underestimate some of the difficulties that you will have in going back into your training role. I think that that notion of the instructor trainer, part of it is very, very important but we know that if you are interested in education and thought, then these other ideas come into what you do.

P:
Even if I see the values that you hold as good for the development of a country, for development of human beings, for society, even if I embrace those…you must see that I can’t do it where I am. I possibly can do it if I were in education. The government might even encourage that to a certain extent. But because I am in a vocational set-up, it is not possible. So you have to ask me the question whether I am prepared to promote these values when I go back.

J:
I don’t have to ask you that question. I really don’t.

P:
I ask myself that question…

J:
That’s better. Those are your questions. What I can do is help with the production of a dissertation…this is where you are at the moment, you had new insights over the past four days inn terms of what you see as a holistic picture. It’s challenged some of the fundamental assumptions that you had about what you can take on and what you can’t. And you’re going back hopefully having learnt an awful lot over the last year. Got some of the insights into the nature of education and educational development.

P:
I have, what I have really learnt is to be able to think critically and independently and I thought it was quite great for me to have come to this analysis. Probably you think that well, she should have seen all this months ago but I didn’t see. If I could write two dissertations, I would write one to really depict what I have gone through to show my own educational development up to this point. The other one will be for the VITB. I will have to throw out the emotions, the passions, the diaries have to be removed because they would not be understood. That’s why you see I am so torn. Have I learnt so much about education? I think I am just beginning to get into educational thoughts. I have only begun to understand Dewey’s Democracy and education and that’s only the sign of the beginning. When I go back I might have to design a course on how to conduct action research. I will write a set of objectives starting with “You will be able to define the term ‘action research’” etc but I will not do that, I know it doesn’t work but that could be what is expected of me. So you see this dissertation that I bring back will not reflect what I have been through.

J:
I hope you’ll produce something which is true to you,. We’ve got to find away of making sure that the work you have done is represented. There is the notion that Lawrence Stenhouse had about the data archive – case record and case report where your case report would be the dissertation that will be submitted and be read in Singapore. You can also have case records that would be diaries and other work which would be a true indication of you educational development over the period of a year. So I think you’ve already got a tremendous amount of material. Just by putting it in a chronology, a time frame would be your case record.

P:
It is very difficult to get people to understand what I have been through and what I now understand about action research. Jim for instance said, “Tell me the difference between action research and what Jack is doing.” That’s action research too. You tell me something similar to what Lise had said except he used gardening as an analogy. He said, well I garden, just plant something, take care of it, I have this nice crop, the criteria is that what I plant is good to eat…he said that was action research. I had to tell him that’s not action research. The difference was that he did not document it. If he did, I could pick out his report from the shelves and learn from it if I were a gardener looking for advice. He said, “Ya, but that’s only my garden, it won’t apply to you.” So I said, “Fine, I’ll look for somebody else’s case, someone who has a similar garden as mine.”

J:
That is why quite a lot of your experience is really important. What you’ve got on tape here is very important about tensions you have experienced and are experiencing. A lot of people experience real difficulty with authority and power.

P:
I am in training, not education. For twelve years I have been in vocational training and I can’t suddenly change and say that just because certain values are embraced in the West, this is progressive thinking and I should go back and advocate change for society through education.

J:
I suppose the difference is this. My work is in education, the degree you are going to get is a master of education. I think that we have actually fulfilled what I understand by the criteria of education. I’ve seen you thinking, developing. So from my point of view, the process of education I have seen working within you.

P:
I have been in educated. I wasn’t educated the schools, I was taught, I wasn’t even educated in the university. But I think I truly had an education here.

J:
This is what my father told me something about the university. He said that in his whole working life he had very little time to think because of the mature of his job and once you get into full-time employment you will find very little time to think but at university, you ought to be able to find time to think because it should be educational. Now hopefully this year you’ve been able to – and I’ve seen you working extremely hard but with the time to think, so even if you now go back into a context that – like my father was describing the vast majority of his life – is going to be training, is going to be become better and more efficient and excellent in training, the fact that you’ve had twelve months…

P:
I am really am grateful for this time. It was truly educational. I am sure that when I go back, in whatever that I do, I would have had the benefit of this education to bear on my future work or life. I learnt how to think critically so whatever I have gained here I will go back and improve the job, may be for my colleagues and for the other trainers,

TRANSCRIPT 4

Fourth interview with Jack Whitehead

P:
Yesterday when I went home I was thinking of what Jim has said – I was listening to the tape of the interview with him on the bus – the first question he asked was “What’s the difference between action research and what Jack is doing?” I asked him what he thought action research was and he said that action research was just problem solving. You don’t have to put the “I” in it. Values don’t have to come into it. I thought perhaps that’s another view of action research, I have been exposed to most of the time just your brand of it and I thought maybe it will be quite interesting to see if he’s right. I went back and read Corey and I find that this is nearer to Jim’s definition of action research – problem solving. But it is one step ahead of Jim’s definition because Corey says that it is the practitioner who should do action research and he says that it has to be very scientifically done so he says you have to set up a hypothesis, test the hypothesis, not quite in the way that you do it but for example I may have this hypothesis that in this situation, if I applied this method the kids would do better. Then the teachers would either alone or collaboratively go into this action research. They could collect data, they could go into quantitative analysis, come to a decision, apply it and decide whether they have improved. So I find that this is still one step away from what Stenhouse is advocating. Stenhouse moves away from the quantitative but focusses more on the meaning generated by the teacher, what the teacher is capable of doing herself, because she has experience and knowledge, tacit knowledge that kind of thing. Then I find that what Stenhouse is advocating is still one step away from what you are doing. It appears to me that you take Stenhouse’s idea of the teacher as researcher but you put the “I” inside, the values. At the end of it I put it down in a hierarchy like this and said “Let’s look at Jim’s version, then go into Corey’s – because he was the first person to write about it – and then into Stenhouse and then into your theory. I find that of the four, maybe because I have spent so much time on your theory – but having looked at the overview in a way, I think that your theory is more powerful than all the rest because I’ve been through it and if you put the “I” in it, change will come because when you put the ”I” in it, it is the teacher who says, “I want to change because I see the need to change. Whereas in the other cases it is, “here’s the problem, how do you solve it?” Stenhouse is of course better than the other two because he says, “Look at the teacher, I believe that the teacher has the judgement to know what’s right and wrong and how to improve her practice.” But in your case you put the values in.   

J:
I agree with that, I do. I think that is what I found myself – I had done some work in ’75, ’76 on a Schools Council project- I satisfy myself that I had understood how to answer the question how do some teachers improved their practice. It was only when I went into the classroom myself and I taught in a local school and examined my own practice that I put the “I” in the question. That was, you are right, that was a transformation in the thinking.

P:
We were talking about values and how your set of values of democracy, freedom and justice are fine for your culture and in away you are going for social revolution, social change. Jim said,” Jack is for revolution. I’m for evolution.” (Transcript 5) What do you have to say?

J:
I think that if we take the positive view of revolution which is the Kuhns’ idea and the debates he had with Popper about changing a way of thinking, changing the way we act in the world then yes, I feel I am a revolutionary in that sense. Now, I take that to be a positive view – revolution – where you get paradigm changes. Kuhn talked about the structure of scientific revolution in a very positive way. It was a way of taking ideas forward. But if he used it in a way which tended to have negative connotation which have to do with the revolutions that have taken place in place like the Soviet Union because of commitment to a particular ideology so that it became a class struggle between capital and labour. Then in that sense of a revolution, then I am not a revolution, then I am not a revolutionary. My own belief is that if you work from what I call the ideological base, if you work trying to transform the way people think, the values they subscribe to, the form of action that they take, then you will lead to social improvement, you will lead to the transformation of the world to greater democracy, to greater freedom and greater justice. Now that is where I place my faith for social change and social improvement rather than in mobilising on a class-based struggle, the power relations between power and labour.

P:
Wouldn’t this be a struggle between authority and people who want change? It’s a struggle…

J:
I think it is very important to look at the nature of the struggle, how you think about it. I would characterise it essentially in terms of values and power. You used the notion of authority, I tend to use the notion of power because I think that power is so important when it is seen as a set of relationship and the values that we hold to do with freedom, democracy and justice are all the time in relation to power and the distribution of power. So I see the struggle much more in terms of the Habermas’ notion of what he calls “Communicative action” – of trying to establish the conditions under which people can have the form of conversation that we have for example in the last but one where it started as an interview but it ended as a conversation and you made the point at the end –and mine did as well  about an educational conversation that takes you forward. Now, all the time throughout the year, you and I have been involved in power relations. I’ve been the tutor and you have very much seen me as tutor. Now that has changed over the year to the point where we had a genuine conversation and we were helping each other to move forward. So all the conditions of power it seemed to me were then operating in a much more democratic way where we were respecting the justice of each person having the equality in the sense of being able to take each others’ ideas forward and we experience the freedom to express ourselves with each other. Now those are the conditions I very much want to see within society as a whole, within our institution and so I would characterise that as a struggle to develop those ideas which we hold but recognising the power relations which are attempting to stop those. I draw Michel Foucault’s work on what he calls the power of truth and the truth of power. The truth of power is where people in power can define what else is true. The power of truth is in some of the dialogues we’ve been having in trying to take ideas forward. One of the central problem in this issue of power is to do with this issue of appraisal. The power relations that surrounds appraisal, about how people can judge each other and the conditions which are established within the institution which allow one person to dominate one another and I think this often comes out in the conditions that surround the judgements that are made. That is what I am focussing on in my own research on this issue of how people appraise your performance and the power relation that enable one individual’s judgement to stand relative to others.

P:
But then what would be the alternative way? If you work in an organisation, you are appraised and you are supervised by one person and he writes a report on you. There’s just so much time for one person.

J:
There is so much time for one person but there is also a process you and I have been through called peer review that you’ve seen this operate within a group of students that we’ve worked with and they can judge each others work and the quality of that work overtime. If for example, the person who is supervising you who is within the hierarchy is making an appraisal which you actually don’t agree with, then there are procedures which can be used to bring that judgement into a public arena so that other people who know your work and know it well can make their judgements as well. So the definition of you and the judgements of you are not simply determined by the supervisor in that hierarchical position of power above you. So I would like something like the quality circles you described.

P:
But that's different because they can look at something quite objectively and they can work cooperatively towards a goal. But this issue of evaluation is always very sensitive. If the head evaluates you according to a set of criteria and you just have to accept because of the power that he holds over you and that's the situation as it is now…

J:
In your culture.

P:
In my culture.

J:
I feel that in my culture whilst the tensions are very great, I can actually challenge some of the judgements if I disagree with them. That's what my research is focused on.

P:
I suppose I could too if I think that I was unfairly judged. But then as you have been through, it's a struggle. You could lose you job, I could lose my job. If feel I can stand up strongly against the authority because of what I believe in. I would. But most of the time, in an evaluation, most of us are all right, we are not bad, sometimes even good, you get on. If you suggest peer evaluation, in my culture, it could even be more difficult to get peers to evaluate you because again they could be your friends, or if they are not your friends… all their perceptions, their feelings, biasness could come in. At the end of the day it may not be a very different find of evaluation from what your head would do of you and it takes more time.

J:
I think you are right. But this is a difference in emphasis. Between us both I believe that by opening up information, by ensuring judgements are made within a democratic context that you are more likely to live out the values of freedom and justice then it you are to permit an authority simply to make judgements. I think it may be related to our democratic processes within our society but this isn't to say that people don't get sacked by making their criticisms known.  At Swansea, the University of Wales, there is a famous case that has been going on for the last eighteen months. And that has been resolved this last week in favour of the lecturers who have been suspended for criticizing the standards within a center in the university.

P:
So it is important to have a group of people who think the same as you do who are sympathetic to the cause and who are prepared to stand by you. There are certain battles that I have to fight on my own and I know it is not fair to expect people to fight with me because they are my battles. I think in all situations it is possible to struggle, to fight but how strong you believe in your cause and how much you are prepared to lose for it, you can lose your job, sometimes you can lose your life. I think that there are always people who will struggle but where I come from, most people would just say, "Forget it, it doesn't make so much difference to my life, I can live with the frustration for a while, or I'll quit, get another job. So when it comes to values of democracy, freedom and justice, I've thought about it. I said yesterday that I couldn't bring those values back and advocate that my… and use that as the base for the education of the trainees the way it is done here, you are actually educating your young to be more critical so that you move towards society which is more questioning and not take things as hammered down by the authority and the whole idea is you work towards a better society in that way, human rights and things like that. I thought about it, I can't bring it back and have the trainees in the VITB. But as I read R.S. Peters "Authority, responsibility and education" the chapter on "Education and seeing what is there. There is this part where he said, "Individual inventiveness is always to be understood against a background of a public inheritance. And though good teachers always encourage individuals to develop their own point of view, they also provide them with the necessary equipment to have one." (And it is education that provides this equipment, which transforms the wild wishes and intuitions of the individual into an informed understanding and inventiveness. For we have to be trained to see things as they are - and to see what no one else has seen." That's what you are doing, you provide the teachers with the equipment is through action research to be more critical, to be more open to ideas, to develop themselves and they in turn use this process to develop their students in that way. So you can do it this way. I thought about it, I like what R.S. Peters has said about providing teachers with the necessary equipment to develop their own point of view. I am a teacher trainer, or educator… whatever, well…my business is to train teachers to be effective in their job. If I can't reach the students (trainees), I don't think I want to because of my values, I could reach the teachers and say that if you want to improve your job then one way is to be more reflective, to be more critical and to work more democratically and collaboratively, to have part of these values (freedom, democracy and justice) so that they can improve their job and the consequence would be that the trainees will benefit because of their improvement. Just as I I have come here and have gone through this process and I think educationally I have improved. I have read things that I have never read, I have been exposed to your theory, I have had these conversations with you to develop intellectually in this way. So I hope that when I go back and do action research it would be towards this end, that I would equip my trainers with whatever is necessary to develop their own points of view - to question me if I were to tell them that, "This method is good" not to just take it but to question and to develop, to think what is good for them in their practice. That's all I can do. Did you get what I was trying to say.

J:
Absolutely. I think that to me is very powerful.

P:
There is no way I could do what you are doing here. I can't go for social change…

J:
I think you've got there at the end of that last tape where you were saying the work you could do now with your students. I think you could even finish the dissertation with those words. It seems to me you've got your analysis, you've worked through real tensions of yesterday and the day before. I think simply to show the change between when you were clear it was going to be extremely difficult for you to develop those values and the past couple days you really worked out how you might still retain that sense of integrity that you have described some cases where you have tried to promote justice. You have demonstrated this commitment to freedom and also more democratic forms. So I think you have got a way of working in terms of how you described it with your teachers that will enable you to live out your values.

P:
Yes, but the ultimate aim in that is still they have to be excellent in what they do, they have to be effective. It is very instrumental but achieving this very objective kind of end, because I want to see results, I want to see that their practice is improved, that they should be better than they were - like me. I know that I am intellectually better than when I first came. My capacity has been very much stretched and improved. SO that is how I'll see the goal for these teachers that I train. They should always believer in excellence and they should live it out and they should have proof that they've improved. And the way I go through with it is to use your process of action research because I think that is the most powerful of all because the teacher herself examines her values and of course these values would be towards excellence and here she wants to improve, that is the important thing. I think that is most powerful because he or she wants to improve.

J:
Why is that instrumental, why cannot that be intrinsic? Richard Peters argues that there are these two different ways of viewing on education, one is instrumentally, the other is for its own sake. Now, you seem to be saying there that you thought it was instrumental because it was leading to excellence in what we did…

P:
Because I engineer it. Instead of the prepositional, instead of preaching to them my instrument is action research.

J:
So it's still engineering. But then when you went on to say that the individual teacher will focus on her own values and what she wants to improve, isn't that when it becomes intrinsic to the person. I still believe that you are more committed to the intrinsic qualities than appears in what you are saying so you are still emphasizing the instrumental when quite a bit of what you are saying seems to me to be valuing the individual for her own sake simply by the fact that she has her human qualities so you are trying to help those develop. So when you describe your own development over the year and you explained how you've increased your capacity for thinking and the intellectual side of your personality, I don't think myself that is an instrumental activity, I think it is much more an intrinsic one, that we value it for its own sake. But, anyway…

P:
I know what you mean. All the learning that has gone on for me has been intrinsic because I was motivated to learn, most of the time I wanted to find out. But then what I meant was that when I go back, the instrumental part would pertain the the way I use the process of action research to help the trainers improve the quality of their work. The "instrumental" is on my part, I instrument that. I provide the equipment, the facility, so perhaps they go through an intrinsic process. I see it that way.

J:
I agree with that. Was it Maxwell… has this idea of excellence as a being. So when you talk about becoming excellent there is in Plato the notion of "the good". I do hear in what you say quite a lot to do with the intrinsic…what it means to be human and more fully human and yes we all need various skills which we can use instrumentally in the world. Or we can actually improve those as well and believe that we ought to become excellent in ways. So I agree. But I think you've got both going together, in what you say to me, the intrinsic qualities to do much more with education and the instrumental one which is often associated with skills and training. You do need both.

P:
I guess I am in a rather unique establishment. I don't teach students, kids. I am not in education. I am not a teacher in the Ministry of Education. And in the Vocational and Industrial Training Board, neither am I a member of the training staff - I don't train students in acquiring skills - I am in a strange position where I could, I should educate people, I am dealing with trainers who would train another group of people. So I suppose having come this far, I've had the opportunity to think about it…my role, the way I have seen my role as a teacher trainer, has been very narrow, because I see my role as a trainer in skills, I impart teaching skills to the trainers who then impart trade skills to the trainees. So may be this is what R.S. Peters talks about as the "tunnel vision" that you just see things from a framework. For twelve years I have seen my role within a framework of skill training. I think this experience here, having had the opportunity to think about what education is, I am able to see, I can see that there is a wider world, there is a world outside of this framework that I work in. It's not just training because if you just train people to teach and they just apply the skills that they learn from you, it is mechanistic, you are afterall dealing with human beings. So may be I see my role should not be to merely to train people mechanistically as we have been doing but also to educate them…to train them to be more independent in their thinking…see I use the word "train" again…or rather to provide them with the facility to think for themselves and questioning of me, not of authority, but of me, to dare to come and discuss in the open, not to be defensive, if they are challenged in turn. But really I think this kind of education should also come into the preparation of teachers who are vocational trainers. I think I see that now. The teachers would be poorer if they just went away with a set of skills. They would be much enriched if the way they have been prepared for teaching trains them to develop educationally and individually and as human beings. I think I see this other side now. I think.

J:
I think. (laughter)

P:
I am still thinking. I have been given one year to think. I just think. I don't know if it will work. What do you think?

J:
I think when you hear this tape will hear the kind of resolution to the kind of tension that you expressed the other day and I think you've really worked through to a position which enables you to resolve some of that tension you have. So I think you now see a way forward when you go back to relate to the teachers that you are working with in a way that enables you to bring in some of the educational values you hold whilst at the same time enhancing their skills in the direction that you believe to be enhanced. So that's what I feel in terms of that conversation.

P:
I wish I had put it that precisely. So if we were to come to my dissertation. I was thinking about how to write up the dissertation and as I told you yesterday, there could be two ways of writing it. One would be to literally rewrite it, to make it look more like what is expected of a dissertation, and academically done piece of work with all the correct references, the showing of analysis and synthesis and that I have done a lot of reading, it has to show I have written. It will still be in the first person but all the frustration and tension will not show. What shows will be the process of the inquiry, what started it, how I went through it, what I found, what I read, what I thought, what I have concluded. The other way of writing it is to leave it as it is with all those emotions intact and the tensions that I have been through, the narrative style…leave it there and then to reflect my educational development through my conversations with you. A lot of the material would come from the tapes I made with you and with Jim to show how I have struggled through this process of finding a way to bring action research back to Singapore where it will be legitimate in my context. That was the struggle I had through three or four tapes. And I think I will use most of the materials because I think they are really good. I mean they are live, they are real and then to come to where we are today to say that I have resolved it in that way and then to offer some proposals a s to how I could introduce some action research in a small way with my colleagues first, or modify some of our existing methods of training to include action research with these values that I bring back - not your values, but the values I have come to on my own. So I think that's how I should write it and maybe somewhere I should pick up this idea of rigour and expand on it because I remember you said I have to write a dissertation and be true to myself. If I rewrote it completely, I won't be true to myself. I want to be true to myself but I will have to change some part of it to make it more readily understood by people. It's a very interesting remark Jim made. He said, "The problem with Jack is that he comes in with all those big words and we don't understand him." Jim believes that what you are doing is reasonable but he doesn't understand it the way that I have understood it, he doesn't. I think in my dissertation I should also cater to people like Jim who has this vague idea of action research. He still sticks by the view that  there is this general view of action research and yours is subsumed under it. That was when I told him I don't think Jack's theory is subsumed, it's just another brand if you want to call it that. It is not "part of" it is totally different. So I will have to write it out in a way that people will understand minus the jargons or technical terms associated with the theory.

P:
If I use these tapes as the main source of material for the dissertation is it enough…to get me an "A"?

J:
The first outline that you gave me would have been a technically competent masters degree. The second has got the element of creativity and imagination in it which is required to get an "A" because at the point where you said, "They are not your values, they are mine." That marks for me the creative leap. It's going into the Polyani view as a person claiming originality and exercising a judgement with universal intent. I think that that form that you are describing you will use is an original contribution to the literature - which is what would distinguish your work. So the answer is if you do what you are saying and if you listen to this you have a very clear outline of what you intended to do. If you fulfil it to your satisfaction and the important is your satisfaction, I believe that that would be a work of distinguished quality.

P:
For myself at least.

J:
No, not just for yourself. I am saying I also believe I will be judging that distinction.

P:
So I will go for the "A".

J:
No you will go for the work of distinction.

P:
Ya, that's the "A". I can't get away from that. No amount of education here can break down that kind of value that I hold.

J:
When you asked about the nature of the conversation that we had in relation to dialectics, you are right to say to Jim that the original notion of dialectics was a way of coming to understand the world through question and answer and the way in which Socrates and Plato characterised the dialectic was a way of coming to know by involving two capacities, one was the capacity to analyse and the other to synthesis, to hold together the other to break down into separate components and Socrates says that the art of the art of the dialectician is to hold together both the one and the many, in other words both the ability to synthesise into a whole and the ability to separate into components. Now gradually the meaning of dialectics has changed largely through the people like Kant and Hegel where Kant was the first one to bring in contradiction in rational thought. So dialecticians then began to see the contradiction was crucial to the whole notion of movement and change and as you came the other day to talk about that you felt were upheld in this country to do with freedom, democracy and justice. And that internal tension in you is what I understand to be a living contradiction. One the one hand you held them, on the other hand you felt you must deny them. And in working through this tension, largely internally in the dialogue you had with yourself and then in the conversations with me, you found a way of resolving that, so you now have a programme, a plan of action that you will be able to move that forward in your work in Singapore. So to characterize the dialectics I think you've got the art of the conversation within which you are revealing the tensions of the contradictions, you are imagining ways forward. You have a commitment to work out an action plan for acting and you've already demonstrated that you have come through a number of those cycles. So that is how I will characterize the dialectics in relation to your work. Is that clear or not?

P:
So in using dialectics to move forward, to resolve a problem, there always has got to be a tension? Does it always start with a tension?

J:
That's right. Illyenkov talks about the nucleus…contradiction is the nucleus of dialectics.

P:
So the conversations that we had were a very good example of dialectics.

J:
Yes.

P:
The original idea from Socrates is quite different now.

J:
Yes.

P:
He was talking about synthesis and analysis…

J:
And question and answer, those characteristics have remained.

P:
I suppose we could see analysis and synthesis in the conversations that we had. But this idea of the tension, the contradiction is just another perspective of dialectics, it's not an additional quality of dialectics?

J:
No, it's at the center of dialectics, the idea that if you want to explain change and development then there is this tension between something that is the case and something that is not the case.

TRANSCRIPT 5

Interview with Dr Jim Harvey

(Abstracts)

Action research in the School of Education

J:
There are two things, one is action research in general and action research as interpreted by Jack. What we talked about was action research in general and how I guess how most people in the department would interpret action research. Not everybody goes along with Jack's rather…they see Jack's view as somewhat limited. And I think it all hinges upon what you define as educational activity. Have you got from Jack what he understands by an educational activity? I think that is how he would justify his action research approach because the general business of action research as we talked about earlier about how I might improve my garden. Have you talked to him about what he sees as an educational activity because I think you ought to. And how an educational activity differs from any other….I once asked Jack the question, "Can you do action research without knowing the children or without actually using children and that's the very fundamental bit….Let's go into the history of action research as practices by Jack and as preached by Jack….Jack's problem is he believes in revolution, he wanted to change the world overnight. I think you've got to let it evolve. I'm for evolution and Jack's for revolution….The next milestone was when we wanted to introduce one of our diplomas in education and that later got changed into an Advanced Diploma but that came in as an inquiry and of course Jack got on to this and for him an action inquiry was action research. It was not seen to be the same for all of us. We just wanted it to be his type and he attracted a fair number of students….That was probably the first time that action research became respectable in the department was when you can get a qualification doing totally action research. But up until then he had to rely on MEd students with their dissertation and that was only part of the qualification.

What is an educational inquiry? 
J:
I would have said that you could have an inquiry that said, "How can the management of the school be altered or improved… and Jack would want the 'I' in it. And Jack would say, "How can 'I' improve". I guess I could say I would be doing it in an abstract sort of way. I could observe whereas Jack would want the 'I' improve".  I guess I could say I would be doing it in an abstract sort of way.  I could observe whereas Jack would want the 'I' to be the participant.  I think this is the fundamental difference.  Because the moment he puts the "I" into it, he goes into the values whereas I'm not whether I would want it necessarily to do with the "I" ….. So action research as practiced by Jack can now be seen to be perfectly respectable in that you can get the advanced diploma, the advanced certificate via his form of action research, you can get two modules on the taught MEd.  He had also introduced four school-base modules on the MEd for part-time students.  They are very general but you also do Jack's form of action research on them.  So the history has been very slow.  It's taken something like 12 years before it became credit worthy in the sense that it carried some form of qualification.  But we still don't offer an action research Advanced Diploma, it is an Advanced Diploma which you can get by an action research type of inquiry.

P:
You said that most people don't understand Jack's brand of action research.

J:
No, because Jack…I hope he listens to this… because Jack is not a good communicator in that he uses long words all in an attempt to impress and he loses people.  Now, if he could sit down and explain it simply…

P:
Like this morning when I tried to explain to you, did you kind of get the idea?

J:
Oh I've understood it because I've actually sat through an MEd module.

P:
Did you do an inquiry as well?

J:
No, no.  But I think I ought to understand the process although I still think that Jack's is very limited.  I don't see why action research has to have the "I" in it.

P:
Why is it limiting, it does enable you to get into it…to find out things for yourself.

J:
What Jack does is clearly action research but I still think that there are forms of action research that are perfectly reasonable and don't require the "I" in it.

P:
So your form…to step back…

J:
My form could include the stepping back…

P:
That means you will just observe, see how you would improve, step back and observe and analyse, collect data…

J:
… and make a recommendation.

P:
That's actually qualitative research.  That's quite different from action research because you go into it yourself.. That's why I think Jack's definition is somewhat narrow the action must involve the "I".  I don't think the action has to involve the "I" because I could have been commissioned by someone to do it and Jack would not have someone commissioned as a non-participant observer whereas my form of action research would allow that and I can then make recommendations to the school and they could choose to act on it or not.  I could still observe.  I don't have to call it action research, I could just call it qualitative research.

J:
What's the difference between quantitative and qualitative?

P:
Well, if you go into an inquiry you could step back and make observations and collect data and have the data analysed statistically but I think the difference in action research is collaborative, it's participatory, you have to into it.  I think that's what distinguishes it from just stepping back and making observations and collecting data.

J:
That is how Jack would argue.  If you wish to argue... I think the resistence in the school of education has been to…many times I've heard in the staff meeting comments, "But we are doing some form of action research.  I think Jack would not acknowledge that they are doing it.

P:
From what you have described about doing action research it is not very different from problem-solving…

J:
That's right, yes.

P:
Action research is more than that.  It is problem solving but you go into it and you experience it for yourself and you believe that changes should be made, you actually experience what is happening and you change it.

The resistance to the living educational theory approach to action research

J:
The other resistance is the evidence on which he makes his decisions.  There are times when it appeared to be anecdotal, these evidences, but I guess it's bound to be anecdotal because it refers to the person.  We look at your, or the teachers look at their experience in the classroom and what they do is they collect a series of recordings of events.  People will say, "Have you been excessively selective:"  In other words have you picked only those which will justify what you want to use later on.  It's difficult to argue against that, isn't it?

If you video, if you video ten lessons.  Suppose you started off with "I want to improve the quality of my lessons".  Well first of all, a lot of people here will want a formal definition of quality.

P:
A criteria.

J:
Not based upon your values but based upon…

P:
Educational principles probably.

J:
Then you would videotape ten lessons.  To justify your actions you will highlight several instances on the video.  The argument may well be - that occupies shall we say only ten minutes in total out of how many minutes of video.  You are now being excessively selective in gathering your data because what's happened to all the other time, what was going on then?

P:
But you have collaborator, a validation group.  It's not just you selecting.

J:
I think that's a good idea but I'm not sure if that's done properly.

P:
Probably it's the rigour you are concerned with that people just collect evidence but then it is how valid…

J:
Wait a minute, you've got to be careful about this.  I'm trying to give you the department's that is a bit unfair of me because I am now trying to represent sixteen, seventeen people's views.  I actually do believe that there is a lot of rigour there but you have to convince the other people that there is actually rigour in the whole process.  I'm not convinced that the department on the whole believes that there is a lot of rigour there because rigour to them means,  "Have you got a large enough sample" for example.  The problem was that Jack was preaching a qualitative type approach in a department that was founded on quantitative -that was one issue - and he was seen as a messiah who really wanted to change the world too quickly.  I think it's been changed, it's taken a long time and the change has actually taken place outside not inside.  I think that it became more acceptable in the department when he could demonstrate that it being conducted elsewhere….The other thing is human nature is what it is - people get locked into their beliefs - you are asking them to make quite major changes and if they didn't see any advantage in making a major change, they won't make it.

On the setting up an action research group for a trial period of one year

J:
I want to challenge the validity and reliability of action research.  I can do it via this group.  I don't that in fact the group will be able justify that action research is valid and reliable.  I want to know about reliability and so on.  It seems to me if we have a general group to start with we can explore those issues before we get into the specifics of Jack's approach.  That's why  I was very keen to set up this group on a trial period.

P:
So you are going in kind of skeptical…

J:
No, I'm not particularly skeptical.  I have a fairly open mind about this…

P:
You could be converted at the end of it.

J:
I don't need to be converted because I've been to his action research group.  What I want is a mechanism to convert everybody else to do action research.  Whether I am totally converted to Jack's is a slightly different issue…if he convinced the whole department that's fine or if he convinced enough people, that's fine.  Clearly there are a lot of students who are convinced about it.  Now I can't actually believe that intelligent people which students are totally gullible and are being sold something that is ridiculous.  Therefore there must be something there.  The point is can we make this, whatever tit is, public enough for people (a) to understand and (b) to take on board if they wish to.  I think one of the problems is if a student wants to register to do an MPhil or PHd, their research proposals do look a bit similar and people have a problem when they ask the question, "Is it a process you are putting them through and what is the new that would come out of it?"

P:
The uniqueness…

J:
That's Jack's argument, the uniqueness of the person and that is one of the resistant areas because you produce a proposal and it looks as though the only difference is this is done by shall we say an English teach, this is being done by a Maths teach and you ask the question at the end of it, "What is there in it?" I hope that the action research will make that point clear….I'm hoping that the action research group will enable us to ask questions and get answers.  One of the things I did say about the action research group originally was I did believe that Jack had to live with us for the year in that he's years ahead of us in his thinking and he's got to take on board the fact that the rest of us aren't .  I kind of guess that I am probably a bit more advance than the others because I've had more association with him.  That's why one of the purpose and function has got to be an education of us.  The other thing that caused resistance was Jack would often argue, "You do not understand what I am doing, it is different, it is a different paradigm and that I do not accept as reasonable argument unless he can demonstrate to us in words we can understand why it is different.  He needs to explain to us why it is different, the paradigm.  I don't think he actually did that adequately in the early days.
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