Introduction

The prologue, apart from the final two paragraphs, was written in October 2002. It initiated and formed the first section of my entire draft thesis, which I completed in the autumn and early winter of that year. As I indicated in response to the first poem in the prologue, the choice to write the bulk of my thesis in the autumn was a deliberate one to capitalise on the creativity and optimism I feel at that time of year. The writing of a first draft last autumn over a three month period, mostly free from other work commitments, was also an opportunity to allow the shape of the thesis to emerge in the writing of it.

It is now early spring 2003. I find, as I surmised in the prologue, that my mood has indeed flattened. Some of the confidence and exuberance of the autumn has diminished. A different, yet familiar, voice is making itself heard and felt in my life and in this writing.

The purpose of writing a first draft, as well as showing it to my supervisor, was also to continue and complete a final iteration of the form of practice that I have developed in the course of writing this thesis. I have described this as ‘showing my work to others’, and it is more fully elaborated in chapter one. Later in this thesis, I refer to how I understand this activity of making my writing available to others as an intervention into the ‘communities of practice’ (Wenger, 1998) that I am part of, which lead to unpredictable consequences and continuing re-definitions of myself and my practice in relation to others, and of others in relation to me. Chapter one describes some of the consequences met at earlier stages of my inquiry of showing my work to others.

Overall, responses to my first draft were very encouraging. Jack Whitehead, my supervisor wrote to me on the 8th January 2003: 

“What a treat you sent me to read. I was startled and amazed by the transformation in your writings for your thesis, from the contributory fragmented writings I'd seen so far, with my difficulties of perceiving a 'whole' within the parts, to the captivating qualities of your 'whole' thesis”

Patricia Shaw, Visiting Professor at Hertfordshire University, wrote in an email dated 18th January 2003:

“Have I said yet how impressed I am? I think this is really something, this thesis, all the more unusual because it really does succeed in not being a victory narrative, while being impressive. So it forces me to ask what is it I am admiring? The erotic quality of your fine intelligence brought to bear on itself, unnerving at times in its riskiness, breathtaking in its scholarliness, downright ordinary at times, thank goodness, in the way it shows itself.”

Professor Ralph Stacey wrote in an email dated 31st January 2003, in a complimentary but less eulogising fashion

“I think it is interesting and easy to read which cannot be said about many PhD theses.”

From showing the first draft to others, it is clear that different people comment on it and interpret it in the light of perspectives that are meaningful to them. My supervisor, Jack Whitehead, focusses on my thesis as an example of ‘living educational theory’, and his responses have led me to strengthen this dimension of the thesis. Valerie Garrow, the Principal Researcher at Roffey Park, whose first degree was in French, commented that:

“It is very 'Proustian' in its ability to navigate various levels of time and memory and is very much a reflection of a post war generation striving for personal and material growth.”

Patricia Shaw comments:

“I am struck that here is a piece of research that circles around, displays, unpicks and finally moves beyond ideas of narcissism and the narcissistic wound.”

In offering these quotes at this very early stage, I am not intending to forestall any critical reaction nor present the thesis prematurely as a ‘victory narrative’ (Maclure, 1996). I use the quotes as an initial illustration of a process that has been developed throughout the thesis (and which will be further extensively illustrated in chapters seven and eight) of enabling the meaning of my practice, (in this instance, my PhD writing practice), to evolve through interaction with others (my local ‘community of practice’) in a way that aims to generate learning for me and others involved in my practice.

The overall challenge facing me now is how to integrate a work written between four and six months ago in a style that made conscious and extensive use of its own emergence over the time of its composition with the comments and thoughts generated by the writing, and also with the person I have become in my early spring incarnation.

I am, therefore, faced yet again and anew (as in TS Eliot’s four lines quoted earlier) with the multiple inquiries that are the preoccupation of this thesis and which have faced me throughout. These are:

· How to account for the emergence of my practice and myself and the relationship between them over time?

· How to do justice to the continual, ongoing, shifting sense-making and complexity of the self as it is constituted in and constitutes the practices it is engaged in?

· How to give voice to the different aspects of myself and illustrate in practice and in my writing the theoretical expositions of the self I will give in chapter three?

· How to make the form and style of this thesis congruent with its subject matter?

My intention is to retain the bulk of the material I wrote the previous autumn. The comments I have received so far, and the further thinking I have done, have led me, though, to restructure the material in different ways. This is to help more explicitly bring out and express the multi-voiced nature of the self that is theorised in chapter three and illustrated in subsequent chapters. In giving form to the different voices of my self and my practice in the thesis, I am aiming to move beyond a narcissistic overly self-preoccupied inquiry into a more general exploration of identity and the dialectical relationship between self and practice – to extensively explore the question that is the sub-heading of this thesis: How do I and others create my practice and how does my practice shape me and influence others? 

Part one of the thesis will outline the nature of the inquiries I have been engaged in over the six years of this thesis. Chapter one will indicate the methods and methodology of my inquiries and chapter two will begin to account for my practice within the traditions of case-study, action research and theories of learning.

Part two of the thesis will move on to explore and give written expression to the different voices involved in this inquiry. Chapter three will be an example of one particular voice – ‘a scholarly voice’ - and will constitute a major example of propositional theoretical writing in the thesis. Other chapters in part two will introduce two other significant voices – a ‘critical/cynical voice’ (chapter four) and a ‘personal autobiographical voice’ (chapter five). 

Part three of the thesis will focus on practice and stories of practice. A different voice - a ‘reflexive, narrative voice of practice’ – gives shape to accounting for my practice. Two dimensions of my work will be outlined and critically explored in different chapters. The first, in chapter seven, will be my work as an educator on a part-time post-graduate programme in People and Organisational Development and will illustrate how I have developed my own ‘living educational theory’ (Whitehead, 1993). The second dimension, in chapter eight, will focus on my work as an organisational change consultant and how I have worked with self-organising processes in different organisational contexts.

Part four will bring together the different voices present in the thesis. Chapter nine will do this through exploring issues of epistemology and validity in relation to the thesis. Chapter ten, the final chapter, will do this through offering concluding reflections on the thesis in the form of an imaginary dialogue.
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