A response by Jack Whitehead to ‘Relationships of Knowledge and Practice: Teacher Learning in Communities’ by Marilyn Cochran-Smith & Susan Lytle, in Review of Research in Education, Vol. 24, 1999, pp. 249-305.

This short paper  was produced because of an invitation from the Professional Learning Research group at the University of Bath to focus on ‘Knowledge of Practice in responding to the three different conceptions of knowledge in the above paper at a seminar in the Department of Education on the 22 March 2000.

The work of Marilyn and Susan is well known in North America and they have been influential in the latest renewal of interest in teacher research and other forms of practitioner inquiry in the U.S. (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999). Their focus on different conceptions of knowledge for action, knowledge in action and knowledge of action, is particularly relevant to the theme of this year’s American Educational Research Association Annual Conference on Creating Knowledge in the 21st Century: Insights from multiple perspectives.

The one point I want to focus on in responding to the question, ‘To what extent are these conceptions distinct?’  is that they use the same kind of linguistic, abstract concepts to write about their three different conceptions of knowledge. They use the same linguistic approach in developing their three conceptions:

“For each of the three conceptions of teacher learning we suggest, we provide a brief overview and then discuss major images. We use the term images to mean the central common conceptions that seem symbolic of basic attitudes and orientations to teaching and learning.”

For Marilyn and Susan, from the perspective of ‘knowledge of practice’:

“…both knowledge generation and knowledge use are regarded as inherently problematic. That is, basic questions about knowledge and teaching – what it means to generate knowledge, who generates it, what counts as knowledge and to whom, and how knowledge is used and evaluated in particular contexts – are always open to discussion.” (p. 272) 

In relation to the images of knowledge in their knowledge-of-practice conception they say:

“… the knowledge teachers need to teach well emanates from systematic inquiries about teaching, learners, and learning, subject matter and curriculum, and schools and schooling. This knowledge is constructed collectively within local and broader communities…..  the image of knowledge as collectively constructed is particularly striking; knowledge emerges from the conjoined understandings of teachers and others committed to long-term highly systematic observation and documentation of learners and their sense making.” (Pp. 274/275)

My training in analytic philosophy focused on this kind of conceptual, linguistic analysis. The limitations, in this approach to conceptualising, were exposed to me when I considered the nature of the explanations I offered for my own teacher learning.  I explored the implications of asking myself questions of the kind, ‘How do I improve what I am doing?’ in the context of helping my students to improve their learning (Whitehead, 1999a, 2000). I found that I needed to develop a dialectical conception of educational knowledge as my knowledge-of-practice. This has a different logical base to Marilyn’s and Susan’s propositional logic: 

The task of conceptual thought, understood like this is to ……. express the logic of the essential processes through which the development of this object is brought about. Doing which the concepts absolutely do not tell us how the singular concrete is in general but in general how the singular concrete is produced. This is precisely why the essence can then be reached in its concrete reality, the singular grasped in the generality of the concept: in dialectical forms of abstraction the essence is not what appears common to the object and to others which one compares it, but the necessary internal movement of the object grasped in itself i.e. it is the essence of this object; the generality of the concept is not constituted by eliminating the singular but by raising the singular to the level of its internal logic, i.e. it constitutes ‘the specific logic of the specific object’. (Lucien Seve, p.265, 1978)

Embracing such a dialectical view of concepts, does not mean rejecting propositional approaches. It does suggest however, that the taken-for-granted notions of ‘concept’, ‘conceptualisation’ and ‘conception’, used by Marilyn and Susan, should become ‘problematics’ to be explored in a review of different conceptions of educational knowledge. I have explored such a problematic in ‘The Logic of the Question ‘How do I improve my practice?’ (Whitehead, 1999b).  Are Marilyn and Susan writing about both knowledge generation and knowledge use, in ‘knowledge-of-practice’, as ‘inherently problematic’  from within an abstract, linguistic from of conceptualisation, which is taken-for-granted as unproblematic? Can their form of conceptualisation communicate the meanings of the knowledges-of-practice as lived by professional educators? The living theory theses at http://www.actionresearch.net suggest that Marilyn’s and Susan ‘s linguistic concepts are too limited to communicate the meanings of the knowledges-of practice of professional educators.  I am also wondering, in relation to the politics of educational knowledge, whether Marilyn’s and Susan’s conceptualisations of knowledge may be unwittingly suppressing the voices of teacher-researchers as they seek to gain academic legitimacy for their own knowledge-of-practice from within more dialogical and dialectical forms of conceptualisation?
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