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Abstract: Th e purpose is to present a Living Educational Th eory Research 
(LETR) approach to professional development to show how it is used by 
teachers to research their practice to understand and improve it. It includes 
the realization of the values-laden responsibilities of professional practition-
ers. Fulfi lling this purpose involves the presentation of valid, evidence-based, 
values-laden, explanations for the educational infl uences of professional prac-
titioners in their own learning, in the learning of others and in the learning 
of the social formations within which their practice is located, with values 
of human fl ourishing. Research- based evidence is drawn on to demonstrate 
how this approach helps educators in Europe, and worldwide, to identify and 
meet their professional needs, and help others do so too. Philosophical issues 
are focused on the epistemology of the claims to educational knowledge. Th is 
includes a process of validation for strengthen explanations of educational 

  Th is paper is based on a presentation to the International Scientifi c Conference on 
‘Identifying And Satisfying Teachers‘ Professional Needs – Contemporary Discourses’, hosted 
by the Faculty of Education and Psychology of the Jan Kochanowski University of Kielce, 
Poland, April -, .
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infl uences in learning. It also includes the generation of a shared ‘Collective 
Imaginary’ for a LETR approach to professional development.

Keywords: living educational theory research, values, professional development.

Introduction
Th e purpose of this paper is to demonstrate that contemporary te-

achers can realise their values-laden responsibilities as professional practitio-
ners, while fulfi lling their responsibilities to the educational organisation/
institution that forms the context of their practice. 

Th e paper is organised as follows: ) Conceptual Framework (concepts 
of education, teacher and professional are clarifi ed), ) Engagement with 
the Literature in LETR, ) Methodology: A LETR Approach to Professional 
Development, ) Results, ) Discussion, ) Summary.

Conceptual Framework
Words not only describe a present reality they bring the past into the 

present, by evoking deep frames (Lakoff , ), and contribute to bringing 
into existence a future reality. Th e reality we want to bring into existence is 
one where individuals and collectives learn to fl ourish, help others learn to 
do so too, and contribute to Humanity fl ourishing as a benign presence in 
the world.

Despite English having the largest lexicon than any other language 
each word can have many meanings. ‘Education’, ‘teacher’ and ‘professional’ 
are words key to understanding and contributing to contemporary disco-
urses about teachers’ professional needs. However, they are used variously 
in national and international policy and strategy documents, and research 
papers, concerned with improving contemporary education. So, we begin 
this paper by clarifying the meaning we are giving to ‘education’, ‘teacher’, 
and ‘professional’ with reference to the various meanings given by national 
bodies, such as the Charter College of Teachers, in England, and interna-
tional bodies, such as the European Union’s Dublin Declaration () and 
the UNESCO’s Incheon Declaration (UNESCO ).

Education
‘Education’ has been used with various meanings to serve various 

purposes. One purpose is to create a skilled workforce. To that ends ‘edu-
cation’ is primarily focussed on the effi  cient and eff ective transmission of 
knowledge created by our contemporaries and predecessors. When that 
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is seen as the sole purpose of institutions of Education, such as schools, 
colleges and universities, members of those institutions may be reduced to 
providing effi  cient training and instruction necessary for an individual to 
secure employment and contribute to the growth of a consumer-led market. 
Success is evaluated in terms of the number of people who subsequently 
secure high paid work and social prestige. However, there is recognition in 
international communities that providing a skilled workforce is just one of 
the many purposes of education. UNESCO asserts that Education is a human 
right and a force for sustainable development and peace. Every goal in the 
 Agenda requires education to empower people with the knowledge, 
skills and values to live in dignity, build their lives and contribute to their 
societies. (UNESCO, )

Th e UNESCO International Commission goes further in the ‘Futures 
of Education’ (UNESCO, ). UNESCO established the commission in 
 to reimagine how knowledge and learning can shape the future of Hu-
manity and the planet. According to UNESCO the right to education must 
be expanded to include the right to quality education throughout life (p. ). 
Th e Dublin Declaration (), also emphasises a concern with improving 
education as a values laden process for all, as illustrated on its fi rst page. 
Nations with their diverse cultures, histories and political and social ways 
of thinking, through many hours of discussion, came to agree which words 
to use to communicate their meaning of ‘global’ education. We agree with 
UNESCO that Global Education empowers people to understand, imagine, 
hope and act to bring about a world of social and climate justice, peace, 
solidarity, equity and equality, planetary sustainability, and international 
understanding.

Th e meaning and purpose we are giving to ‘education’ here is as a va-
lues laden process (Peters, ), which contributes to people learning to live 
humanely personally satisfying, and socially productive and worthwhile lives 
and helping others to learn to do so too (White, ). Enabling people to 
develop the skills, knowledge and expertise necessary to live a productive life, 
are important as is enabling them to learn to live humane, worthwhile lives 
as Ginott () illustrates in a note from a principal to staff . In the note the 
principal, as a survivor of a concentration camp, makes the request to staff  
that they help pupils to become human (p. ). Th is leads us to clarifying 
the role and purpose of a teacher employed in an institution of Education, 
such as a school, college or university.
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Teacher
We are thinking of a contemporary teacher as a professional educator. 

What distinguishes a professional educator, from a practitioner who teaches, 
is an acceptance of a responsibility for the values-laden consequences of their 
practice. Th is responsibility involves researching their practice to under-
stand and improve it, generate valid explanations for the claim to be having 
an educational infl uence in the learning of the educational organisation/
institution within which they are practicing, in the learning of those who 
comprise it, and in one’s own professional development. It includes learning 
with values of human fl ourishing, and contibuting the knowledge generated 
in the process to the growth of a global educational knowledgebase to serve 
the greater good.

Professional
Th e word ‘professional’ is given various meanings. For example, it 

can include: A long period of specialised training; A broad range of auto-
nomy for both the individual practitioner and for the occupational group as 
a whole; An acceptance by the practitioners of broad personal responsibility 
for judgements made and acts performed within the scope of professional 
autonomy; A comprehensive self- governing organization of practitioners 
(Fischer & Th omas, , p. ). Th ese are still seen as relevant to what con-
stitutes a professional body at the time of writing. However, there is more that 
distinguishes a professional as a member of such a body from a professional 
practitioner. For example, the Australian Council of Professions’ () de-
fi nition of a professional, which concerns their values laden responsibilities 
to apply this knowledge and exercise these skills in the interest of others (Our 
emphasis) (p. ). Similarly, Beaton () who urges professionals to “combine 
expertise and knowledge with altruistic intent, judgment, values...” (p. ).

We make a clear distinction between being a member of a profession 
and being a professional practitioner. A member of a profession expects 
to develop their fi eld knowledge and expertise and comply with the codes 
of practice expected by professional/regulatory/employing organisations. 
A professional practitioner also accepts responsibility for: contributing to 
the evolution of fi eld knowledge and ethical standards; researching to im-
prove the values-laden consequences of their practice and; contributing the 
knowledge they generate in the process to the global growth of knowledge 
all may benefi t from. Th is includes communicating the evolving, embodied 
meaning of the values of human fl ourishing which are clarifi ed as they emerge 
in the course of the research. Th e meaning of the altruistic values they seek 
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to realise, through their practice, form evaluative standards and explanatory 
principles in accounts of their living-educational-theory. A living-educatio-
nal-theory is a term coined by (Whitehead, ) for a valid, evidence-based 
and values-laden explanation a professional practitioner off ers for their 
educational infl uences in their own learning in the learning of others and 
in the learning of the social formations within which the practice is located, 
with values of human fl ourishing. 

We share the vision of education as described in the ‘European Dec-
laration on Global Education to ’ (Dublin Declaration, ) as a life-
-long, life-wide process that enables people to refl ect critically on the world 
and their place in it. Education ‘empowers people to understand, imagine, 
hope and act to bring about a world of social and climate justice, peace, 
solidarity, equity and equality, planetary sustainability, and international 
understanding’ (p. ). LETR provides a unique vehicle for teachers’ profes-
sional development and learning. As they do so they take responsibility for 
their practice and contributing to contemporary discourses by asking and 
answering questions, such as those identifi ed below, by the organisers of the 
International Scientifi c Conference on ‘Identifying and Satisfying Teachers’ 
Professional Needs – Contemporary Discourses’.

Engagement with the Literature in Living Educational Th eory Research
In traditional research papers it is usual to present a Literature Review 

consisting of an analysis of existing research and theories relevant to the 
topic that highlights gaps in knowledge that the article seeks to overcome. 
In LETR, the literature is engaged with in the process of creating and testing 
the validity of the individual’s living-educational-theory. Relevant literature 
is engaged in during the research to extend our cognitive range and concern, 
improve our practice and research, and develop our practical and epistemo-
logical contributions to knowledge generated in the process. 

Methodology: A Living Educational Th eory Research Approach to 
Professional Development

In Whitehead’s fi rst degree in the physical sciences a positivist metho-
dology was used to create theory as a set of determinate relations between 
a set of variables in terms of which a fairly extensive set of empirically verifi ed 
regularities could be explained. Following a masters’ degree in the psycho-
logy of education, Whitehead (), in which he used this methodology, 
Whitehead recognized that educational theory, in the sense of generating 
valid explanations, for an individual’s educational infl uences in learning, 
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could not be generated using this methodology. Th is was due to diff erences 
in causal relationships between variables, and intentional relationships that 
included a learner’s responses to what a teacher was doing.

Rather than applying a pre-existing methodology in the generation 
of an individual’s explanation of educational infl uences in learning, a livin-
g-educational-theory methodology emerges in the course of the research 
(Whitehead, ). Creswell () has argued that a researcher must choose 
between methodologies and then apply the chosen methodology to the rese-
arch. In contrast to this Whitehead () has off ered an evidence-based and 
values-laden explanation of how a living-educational-theory methodology 
can draw insights from methodologies such as Action Research, Case Study, 
Narrative Research, Phenomenology, Grounded Th eory, and Ethnography; 
Ellis’ and Bochner’s () ideas on Autoethnography; Whitehead and Mc-
Niff ’s () ideas on Action Research and Living Th eory Research; Tight’s 
() ideas on Phenomenography, without requiring the researcher to use 
one of these pre-existing methodologies.

For example, Wadsley (), in her living-educational-theory of her 
practice, as a professional clinical supervisor, in her doctoral thesis, explains 
her methodological approach as involving poetry, stories, artwork, rich pic-
tures, early recollections, and the creation of multimedia based elucidatory 
narratives (Wadsley, , Abstract).

A living-educational-theory methodology is grounded in the humane 
and altruistic values that a professional is seeking to live as fully as they can 
in their professional practice. A LETR approach to professional development 
is illustrated in a previously published paper (Whitehead & Huxtable, ). 
In this paper we explain that the diff erence is also grounded in practitioners 
accepting their educational responsibilities for living their values as fully as 
possible and for sharing the knowledge they are creating. Examples were 
drawn from India, England, South Africa, Pakistan and Bangladesh to em-
phasise the global infl uence of this methodology in continuing, educational, 
professional development (pp. -). In this paper we demonstrate further 
how a LETR approach has been used by contemporary teachers to identify 
and meet their professional needs.

In contributing to research methodology, we are using a clear distinc-
tion between Education Research and Educational Research. Education 
Research is research that is carried out within the conceptual frameworks 
and methods of validation of forms and fi elds of knowledge such as the 
philosophy, psychology, sociology, history, politics and economics of educa-
tion. Educational Research can draw insights from Education Research, but 
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it’s necessary and defi ning characteristic is that it requires the generation, 
testing and sharing of valid, evidence-based and values-laden explanations 
by the practitioner for their educational infl uences in their own learning, the 
learning of others and in the learning of the social formations within which 
the practice is located, with values of human fl ourishing.

At a conceptual level, LETR is an academically well-established, pro-
fessional-practitioner educational research, paradigm and methodology. At 
a practical level, it is a continual process that a practitioner engages in, to 
research into their practice to understand and improve it and to create their 
own living-educational-theory. A living-educational-theory is the term co-
ined by Whitehead in the s for a valid, evidence-based and values-laden 
explanation, generated by a practitioner for their educational infl uence in 
their own learning, in the learning of others and in the learning of the social 
formations, which form the context of the practice (Whitehead, ). At the 
heart of a living-educational-theory research methodology to professional 
development is the acceptance by the practitioner of a responsibility for 
improving the educational, values-laden consequences of their practice. Th is 
responsibility is realised in the process of asking, researching and answering 
questions of the kind, ‘How do I enhance the educational infl uences of my 
professional practice, in my own learning, in the learning of others and in 
the learning of the social formations within which my practice is located, 
with values of human fl ourishing?’ 

In the course of their research, practitioners identify where they expe-
rience themselves as a living contradiction (Whitehead, ), in the sense 
that the ‘I’ of the practitioner researcher holds together a commitment to live 
values of human fl ourishing as fully as possible, together with the experience 
that these values are not being lived as fully as possible in practice. Th e prac-
titioner clarifi es the embodied and evolving meanings of these values in the 
course of their emergence through their research. Th e values are embodied 
in the sense of being expressed by the practitioner in what they are doing. 
Th ey evolve as the practitioner critically refl ects on what it is that is giving 
life-enhancing meaning and purpose to their practice. Th ese values are 
used as standards to judge improvements in practice and as epistemological 
standards in judging the validity of the knowledge claims in explanations 
for educational infl uences in learning.

Words alone are not suffi  cient to communicate the meaning of these 
values. A method of empathetic resonance (Whitehead, ) was developed 
for clarifying and communicating the meanings of these embodied, rela-
tional values. Th is method involved both lexical defi nitions and ostensive 
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communications of meaning. Lexical defi nitions, in which the meanings of 
words are defi ned in terms of other words, are used to initially focus on the 
lexical meaning of the value. Moving a cursor along visual digital data, to the 
places of greatest empathetic resonance with the value, is used to clarify and 
communicate the relational and dynamic meaning of the embodied expres-
sion of the value of compassion has been demonstrated by Naidoo ().

Validation is a necessary component of the methodology. Critical 
friends are asked to suggest ways to improve the research and help to test 
the validity of the knowledge claims as the account of the research is created. 
Questions are asked, based on those Habermas’s (, pp. -) proposes: How 
could the comprehensibility of the explanation be improved? How could the 
evidence off ered to justify the knowledge claims be strengthened? How could 
the sociohistorical and sociocultural understandings in the explanations be 
deepened and/or extended? How could the authenticity of the explanation 
be enhanced? As with all research, it is important to include clear procedures 
for establishing the validity of any knowledge claims in the explanations for 
educational infl uences in learning. Popper (, p. ) defi ned a process of 
validation as the mutually rational control of critical discussion as he expla-
ined that objectivity was grounded in intersubjective criticism.

Th e method of living-posters (Living-posters, ) has been used for 
various purposes. For example, to support the development of cooperative 
Living Educational Th eory Research groups for the purpose of emphasising 
the importance of collective action in infl uencing the learning of social 
formations. Some people have created them as a way of documenting and 
reviewing their practice and context and over time. You can access exam-
ples of living-posters from https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/
homepage.pdf.

We also use the concept of “collective imaginary” (Drexler & Larrson, 
) in a living-educational-theory methodology to emphasise the impor-
tance of constellations of values that can motivate groups, communities and 
collectives to contribute to social movements that enhance the fl ourishing 
of humanity (Whitehead and Huxtable ). 

Results  
Th e following research accounts, all freely accessible, are drawn on to 

illustrate how this approach has helped educators in Europe, and worldwide, 
to identify and meet their own professional needs, and help others do so too. 
Using a LETR approach to one’s professional development can take place 
over months and years, rather than hours or days. It is a continual, recursive, 
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iterative process rather than a one-off  activity, as illustrated by the acco-
unts of Joy Mounter who registered fi rst on a Master’s programme, then on 
a doctoral programme. Th e quotes from the Abstracts are important because 
they highlight the original contributions to knowledge made by each thesis.

Th e data begins with Mounter’s (a) fi rst Educational Enquiry Unit 
in , on her Masters Programme at the University of Bath. It continues in 
two further Educational Enquiry Units (b, ), a Research Methods 
Unit, an Understanding Learners and Learning Unit (a&b). It includes 
Mounter’s () Masters’ dissertation on her professional learning as a he-
adteacher. Th e analysis moves onto Mounter’s () doctorate, successfully 
completed in . as making an original contribution to knowledge. Th e 
reason we highlight Mounter’s writings is because of her sustained commit-
ment and perseverance in living her values of human fl ourishing as fully as 
possible by developing her knowledge, understanding and practice of LETR 
to identify and meet her professional needs and helping others to do so too.

Other examples
Kahts-Kramer (South Africa) – Higher Education lecturer and educa-

tor. In her paper, published in EJOLTS , Kahts-Kramer () describes 
how she collaborated with various stakeholders, including ten primary school 
teachers working in low resource South African schools. Kahts-Kramer 
refi ned her evolving educational beliefs by seeking feedback from several 
of her expert critical friends and formulated her research question: “How 
do I interpret participation as a CPD facilitator in fi elds such as Physical 
Education (PE), and how can this understanding be eff ectively conveyed to 
others?” (Kramer, , Abstract).

Rawal (India) – Educator. Rawal () made an original contribution 
to educational knowledge, during her doctoral research as a school-based 
educator, (Rawal, ). In her postdoctoral research Rawal developed her 
LETR in which she assumed the role of a mentor for grassroots social wor-
kers who support vulnerable children and adolescents in rural India. Th e 
research is grounded in a dialogical enquiry based on a real-life experience 
and takes the form of a living-educational-theory. Th is theory developed as 
Rawal worked in the fi eld of life skills enhancement (Rawal, , Abstract).

Qutoshi (Pakistan) - teacher educator. His doctorate, awarded in  
by the University of Kathmandu, Nepal, provides the evidence that supports 
his claims that he has off ered fi ve transformative visions for teacher education 
and research practices in Pakistan: ) A living educational theory of inclusive 
co leadership with embodied values of intention of doing good for others, 
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humility for humanity, care of self and others with ecological consciousness, 
love and peace; ) Th e metaphor of montage conceiving a liberating view of 
curriculum; ) Critical creative pedagogies for empowering view of educa-
tion; ) A holistic view of authentic developmental assessment; and ) An 
innovative integral view of transformative research. He justifi ed his claim 
that these key learning outcomes are likely to bring emancipatory and trans-
formative soul in the culturally embedded linear teacher education program 
(Qutoshi, , Abstract).

Wolvaardt (South Africa), – Higher Education educator. Her doctorate 
(Wolvaardt, ) explored how public health is conceptualised as a subject in 
the medical curriculum at the University of Pretoria, the intended educational 
achievements of public health in the curriculum and the optimal strategies 
for its inclusion. Wolvaardt explains that two of her professional values of 
care and agency have been denied in her practice. Th e central purpose of 
the research was to construct the meaning of her educational practice with 
the aim of progressive realising her values (Abstract).

Vargas’ () MA Dissertation, emerged from her experiences of 
conducting fl amenco dance workshops in a number of schools in South 
Africa. During the workshops Vargas became concerned by what she ob-
served happening in dance education at these schools. In discussion with the 
teachers Vargas began to identify various challenges and constraints. One 
challenge was that dance is either not being off ered at these schools or is 
approached in a tokenistic way. In many instances the teachers Vargas spoke 
to, were inadequately trained or ignorant of the requirements for dance in 
the formal curriculum. Vargas used her knowledge of fl amenco and dance 
education to open the “fl amenco box” in order to introduce it to mainstream 
dance education in South Africa. Vargas termed her approach “fl amenco as 
educational” (Abstract).

Evidence from many more examples is freely accessible from https://
actionresearch.net/ and https://ejolts.net/

Discussion
Th e data above have been selected and analysed to illustrate how te-

achers as educators and professional practitioners have come to understand 
their practice and what they want to achieve in educational, values-laden 
terms by engaging in LETR to identify and meet their professional needs as 
contemporary teachers. In the discussion we use the data to illustrate the 
implications for teachers of adopting a LETR approach to professional deve-
lopment which enables them to realise their responsibilities as professional 
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practitioners as well as developing skills, expertise and knowledge particular 
to their fi eld of practice and context. Th e importance of recognising the 
relationship between a teacher’s embodied professional values of human 
fl ourishing, the contextual pressures they experience, and how they can 
productively work with those tensions to improve education and meet their 
professional needs, will be highlighted. Questions posed by the organisers 
of the  International Scientifi c, are used below to frame the discussion. 

What do I as a contemporary teacher, seeking to realise fully my respon-
sibilities as an educator and professional practitioner, expect of the institution 
of Education that forms the context of my practice?

Th ere is an expectation by an increasing number of institutions of Edu-
cation that teachers will engage in a programme of professional development 
to continue to improve their fi eld knowledge and expertise and develop their 
professionalism aft er initially qualifying. An increasing number of countries 
are not only expecting but requiring they do so to maintain their qualifi ca-
tion which allows them to practice. Th e teacher in turn expects to be given 
time, resources and support to do so. Th is includes an expectation that the 
institution will provide time and fi nancial resources for them to register for 
accredited Masters and Doctoral programmes and engage in research to pro-
gress their professional development and learning. When this expectation is 
met both the teacher and the institution of Education benefi t; the institution 
realising more fully its educational raisons d’etre, the teacher able to feel their 
contribution to the educational, values-laden development of the institution 
and their pupils/students/colleagues, is recognised and valued. 

Which of these needs are the most important to me as a contemporary 
teacher, seeking to realise fully my responsibilities as an educator and profes-
sional practitioner?

Time and fi nancial resources to engage in a continual programme of 
professional development and learning are necessary if ‘burnout’ is to be avo-
ided. Opportunities for the knowledge generated to be recognised, valued and 
critically and creatively engaged with by the institution of Education, those 
who comprise it, and beyond is also important for the teacher to contribute 
to the evolution of education and improvement in educational practices for 
the common good (European Union’s Dublin Declaration () and the 
UNESCO’s Incheon Declaration (UNESCO ).

What is my level of satisfaction as contemporary teacher, seeking to 
realise fully my responsibilities as an educator and professional practitioner 
in the institution of Education, which is currently the context of my practice?
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My level of satisfaction as a contemporary teacher is related to the 
extent to which I see the evidence that I am living my values as fully as pos-
sible in supporting the enhancement of my student’s learning.

Where are my areas of satisfaction and frustration as a contemporary 
teacher?

My areas of satisfaction are focused on: my eff ectiveness in helping 
my students to improve their learning; the deepening and extension of my 
cognitive range and concern; infl uencing my social context so that it is more 
conducive to the realisation of my values. My areas of frustration are focu-
sed on: my need for a better understanding of how to support my students 
in enhancing their learning; the lack of time to focus on my professional 
development; the social conditions that hinder or block the realisation of 
my values.

What can the deprivation of my professional needs lead to? 
A deprivation of my professional needs leads to a frustration that is de-

bilitating and reduces the energy I need to continuously improve my practice.
How can I prevent its negative eff ects?
By working collaboratively with colleagues to share concerns and to 

work together to improve the conditions within which we work to help our 
students to improve their learning.

By contributing accounts of their research to a globally accessible, 
knowledge-base, they enable others to draw on the knowledge they have 
created to improve education worldwide and so contribute to the learning 
of individuals and communities to fl ourish, help others do so too, and bring 
into being a better world. We have off ered a new Collective Imaginary (Dre-
well and Larrson, ) based on accepting a professional responsibility to 
contribute to and share a LETR approach to professional learning, with 
values of human fl ourishing. We agree with Drewell and Larson when they 
write that our collective ability to create social reality is perhaps our most 
defi ning human capacity (p. ). By holding ourselves to account for contri-
buting to this Collective Imaginary we are suggesting that professionals can 
contribute to the creation of a world in which values of human fl ourishing 
can be lived more fully.

Summary 
We have provided the evidence to show how professional practitioners 

have made a worthwhile diff erence to education by generating their own 
living educational theory methodology to professional development. In rese-
arching their practice to understand and improve it, practitioner researchers 
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have generated valid, evidence-based and values-laden, explanations for their 
educational infl uences in their own learning, in the learning of others and in 
the learning of the social formations within which their practice is located. 
We have explained how LETR can provide a new Collective Imaginary for 
learning to live values of human fl ourishing more fully in a global context. 
Th e question that remains is, does that paper encourage you to identify and 
satisfy your professional needs as a teacher, helping other educators to do so 
too, whilst contributing to the growth of a global educational knowledgebase 
with values of human fl ourishing, we can all benefi t from? What partnerships, 
networks and collaborations can we develop collaboratively that will take 
forward some purposeful and real projects to support the development and 
vision of high quality, sustainable education for all, across the world and 
contribute to progressing contemporary discourses?
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