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7TH FEBRUARY 2001

The educational influence of ‘Personalizing Evaluation’ in the creation and testing of my own living educational theories in my educational practice: A Review.

Saville Kushner has written a good book. By good I mean that he has influenced my educational development.  I have learnt something significant in the process of improving my own educational practice. Kushner has shared his understandings of educational evaluation in a way which shows how educational values might be expressed more fully in the world. His passion for honesty, democratic evaluation, authenticity, autonomy and social justice, shine through the text. His clarity and elegant language captivated my imagination and sustained my interest through my reading of the whole text.  I have done what he suggests and read the book from Overture to Coda. 

I am approaching this review with the intention of describing what I have found significant in enhancing my learning about educational evaluation. Like all good books I find that my own education is being influenced by the stories I tell myself in the process of engaging with and appreciating the writer’s text. Kusher’s text communicates his passion for evaluation. I am responding to his text through my passion for living educational theory, but not, I hope, in a way which violates Kushner’s stance.  In the course of this review I will explain how his ideas on program and curriculum evaluation are related to my own and are helping me to create my own living educational theory of my own educational practices. I intend to do this in a way which relates to and embraces his values of love, death, ethical space, mortality, standards and conduct. Perhaps I should say at the outset that I will be question the text so see whether he has omitted from his view of a program, the research program of an individual in the process of creating his or her own curriculum vitae as the course of their life.

The first thing which excited me about his book, were words on the contents page as my eyes moved between: Love and Death; Emotional Proximity; Ethical Space, Mortality and Conduct; Cultural Standards in Curriculum Evaluation. I looked forward to entering Kushner’s world of evaluation.

Here are the ideas that enhanced my own learning about educational evaluation as I engaged with the text and appreciated the quality of Kushner’s scholarship. Because of his recommendation, that the book is read from Overture to Coda, I have organised this review in the order of his different sections and highlighted the ideas which spoke most directly to me.

1 - Personalizing Program Evaluation 

Kushner’s main point is that he believes in personalizing program evaluation. His originality lies in the unique synthesis of a particular stance and constellation of values in his evaluation practices. I will say more about these values later. He sees a stance as a way of mobilizing a concern with people in the practice of program evaluation. His focus is on programs of reform or innovation. By a program, he means an attempt to put certain policies or ideas into action by dedicating resources to a specified purpose, creating responsible roles, giving it a management structure and a form of organization – usually encompassing multiple sites – and, sometimes, by giving it a chronological shape, if only start and finish dates.  He sees a program as a significant event; as a site of learning not only for the individuals and professional groups who are embraced by them, but also for society at large, which is usually represented by administrative systems or political representatives. 

Kushner’s creative move is in his development of a form of educational evaluation in which evaluators approach programs through the experience of individuals rather than through the rhetoric of program sponsors and managers. He emphasises that this does not mean ignoring the rights of program managers and sponsors with access to evaluation.  He says that there is no case for using evaluation against any stakeholder group and robustly asserts the need to address 'the person' in the program. 

He asks us to consider what program evaluation might look like and involve were we to invert the conventional relationship between individual and program. Rather than document the program and 'read' the lives of individuals in that context he documents the lives and work of people and uses that as context within which to 'read' the significance and meaning of programs. His whole books shows how this form of program evaluation, in voicing the concerns of individuals (and groups of individuals), can be an instrument for giving pause to policies that seek to apply universal treatments. 

2 - Love and Death and Program Evaluation

He develops his approach to educational evaluation through a consideration of mortality. He believes that our fears and general avoidance of mortality are a rehearsal for our avoiding of others forms of incompleteness and failure in life. I find his inclusion of the certainty of death the most refreshing and life-affirming quality in his stance as an evaluator.  It gives me hope in his values of authenticity and honesty. 

His claim of inauthenticity has a particular meaning in relation to social programs: it concerns the avoidance of questions to do with social justice and the democratic contract. He says that each social and educational program can be seen as a reaffirmation of the broad social contract (that is, a re-confirmation of the bases of power, authority, social structure, etc.).  He believes that evaluators ought to do more of a job to locate programs as opportunities for the renewal of the social contract through re-evaluating that contract and exposing its artifices:

Each program evaluation is an opportunity to review its assumptions and consequences. This is commonly what we do at some level or another. All programs expose democracy and its failings; each program evaluation is an assessment of the effectiveness of democracy in tackling issues in the distribution of wealth and power and social goods. Within the terms of the evaluation agreement, taking this level of analysis into some account, that is, reviewing part of the social contract, is to act more authentically; to set aside the opportunity is to act more inauthentically, that is, to accept the fictions. (p. 33)

The promise of ‘Love’ in the heading was not fulfilled in this Chapter. Love is mentioned on one line with the caveat that there will be a discussion in detail in a later chapter. I was left hanging in some anticipation until the section on critical distance and emotional proximity.

He tackles some fundamental issues in the politics of program evaluation with his usual clarity and candour. He explains that as contracts are (in Britain at least) increasingly restrictive and prescribing of methodology we must be aware of the argument that we are vulnerable to co-option into program realities.  He believes that educational evaluators can be legitimately creative in designing and conducting their evaluations as well as in educating their sponsors to accept more flexible contractual relations. He also believes that if evaluation is to test limits of social tolerance it demands a situated political ethic, that is, a stance which shows how it will act in relation to the ethics of power prevailing in the particular field of enquiry. He says that he is not advocating an oppositional stance towards program sponsors and managers. He wants to establish an appropriate distancing. He does not advocate subverting evaluation contracts, nor the obligations of evaluators to those who are responsible for programs. 

However, he does acknowledge that he might sometimes advocate suborning them. His justification for such ‘suborning’ is that the realities of evaluation contracting mean that there may often be little available resource to accomplish the personalization of evaluation.  He says that in such cases, evaluation fulfils only a part of its promise as a social and political service and we must rest content with continually trying to educate evaluation sponsors and to free evaluation design from their control. I loved the image of my own, which came to mind at this point, of trying to educate the social formation which is the Teacher Training Agency on the nature of educational standards of practice and judgement while conducting an educational evaluation into its influence!

3 - Evaluation and a Philosophy of Individualism

Faced with programs and events in music education Kushner analyses how, as an evaluator he made decisions about how far to stray from 'official' definitions of a program. By starting this section with decontextualized accounts of individuals he says that he strayed as far as he probably could from the official definition of the program. His portrayals are very convincing and serve to justify his claim that he achieved a great deal more in educational terms than the official definition of the program. However, he acknowledges that to reveal the educational significance meant setting aside that official definition and looking at the program in a wholly different way - in fact, from the point of view of the child.

He is very clear about his responsibilities as an educational evaluator not to promulgate deceptions and fictions related to the official definition of a program. He draws on the ideas of Berger:

Since society exists as a network of social roles, each one of which can become a chronic or a momentary alibi from taking responsibility for its bearer, we can say that deception and self-deception are at the very heart of social reality….. the deception inherent in social structures is a functional imperative. Society can maintain itself only if its fictions…. are accorded ontological status by at least some of its members some of the time….. (Berger, 1963: 166)

In Kushner’s definition of evaluation the evaluator lives both within and outside this characterization of society. He points to one implication of Berger's existential analysis  that the 'functional imperative' that is systematic deception, is also a moral imperative.  

Working within this characterization  Kushner explains that we are not condemned for seeking alibis from responsibility. He says that we have the obligation to construct comfortable (and comforting) realities - after all, we do have to live with mortality. 

In sharp contrast to this he points out the role of evaluator is based on a different functional and moral imperative which takes them outside this characterization into an evaluation process of supporting the judgements of the realities they construct. His crucial point is that there is no warrant for evaluators to join in the game of deception.  In a way which demonstrates his reflective capacities Kushner focuses his attention on the moment when deception is entered into so as to understand its nature. 

For Kushner the nature of this deception is that it gives systematic prominence to forms of organization over individual experience. This carries the consequent risk of losing an important source for estimating the significance programs might have in the lives of citizens (that is, testing the viability of social realities).  He believes evaluators too often close down that struggle in favour of the institution.

His alternative is to document something of people's lives and to use this as context within which to read programs. He starts his evaluations from where people are rather than from where the program is. However, he does stress that evaluators do not need to have, in their portrayals, an accurate sense of an individual’s life and beliefs, only enough of a sense that they have and hold beliefs and values autonomously, in the sense that they can question the grounds of their beliefs and that they can use them as a base on which to make their own judgements about the 'program'

 ….. In existential terms, portrayal allows us to interpret pasts and measure the significance of futures through the lens of the immediate; it allows us to discipline the general with the particular….. it will locate the individual in the recent sociology of their lives - both who and how they are….. In fact, the logic of the insight that selves are socially constructed is that they can only be reconstructed for research purposes in the context of society, and this means breaking out of the individual biographical account. (p.63).

Kushner advocates and shows what he means, in his portrayals as an evaluator by looking at the individual in the context of their sociology. He says that their task goes beyond the mere representation of diverse selves; it moves on to document transitions between them. He claims that this allows evaluators to explore the nature of solidarity. He sees this exploration in terms of the process by which we create society and its organizations  while gaining a sense of coherence in a life.

As well as being impressed by his originality of mind, I was struck by the quality of his critical judgement when exploring limitations in the ideas of others. For example, I did enjoy the following response to the issue of ‘informant unreliability’ in postmodern discourses:

The danger of informant unreliability is the tendency to reduce data and experience to the status of text - reinforced by the general belief that all reality is perception and so all accounts are constructions - so all can be read in the same way. Once having rendered data into text, the text can be laid out, as it were, in the research office for analysis and interpretation. Although the generation of data may be interactive and relies on the subject to produce vivid accounts, the subsequent processes of analysis and inference may not be. The risk is that the reduction-to-text and the subsequent use of discourse analysis highlights the expert status of the researcher against the (relatively) naïve status of the subject. Back to Binet. (p. 73/74)

4 - Knowing Me, Knowing You: Evaluation Interviewing.

Kushner highlights the difficulties of researching young children and sees these difficulties as part of the construction of the methodology and also as part of the construction of the account. It is, he says, the way we understand children that is important. He says that it may be, in fact, that what we understand cannot be disentangled from how we understand – and that this may be the same thing. He stresses that the methodology of portrayal of children has to be transparent in evaluation reports. 

As an evaluator Kushner embraces the experience of living with contradiction. He understands the balancing of uncertain values with conflicting interests – of facing the consequences of having reached a goal. He is committed to including in his portrayals the individual in tension with institutions, and also with institutional roles. He claims that there is no obligation on the evaluator to help resolve those tensions and much less to launder them for evaluation audiences. He does accept an obligation to explore and confront them. He explains that whether and how this confrontation comes about depends on the balance between ruthlessness and fairness in the evaluator’s mind. (p. 105)

He believes that these professional experiences and understandings are rarely revealed even to the professionals themselves. They often seem to stay subtly influential but cognitively hidden at the intuitive level.  For Kushner the presence of evaluation presents at least the potential for bringing these worlds into contact with each other, once again, through information exchange. He says that this is not to say that evaluators have a pedagogical responsibility – for example, the enhance the learning from these interactions – but that revealing hidden curricula is a strategy for understanding the formal curriculum (p. 107). I felt a tension at this point in thinking about his point about educating sponsors of programs. I was curious about the justification for adopting one pedagogical position in relation to educating sponsors of programs and apparently taking a different position in his ‘this is not to say that evaluators have a pedagogical responsibility’.

5 - Critical Distance and Emotional Proximity

I appreciated Kushner’s scholarship in his engagement with the work of Elliott Eisner as he contrasts his own approach to evaluation with Elliott Eisner’s model of connoisseurship and educational criticism. I identified with his final question below:

Eisner, more than any other theorist of evaluation, is concerned to fully exploit emotional proximity. There are no existential dilemmas that persuade him, as they do Peter Berger, to endure ‘distance from the object of one’s passion’. Maturity, for Eisner, lies in the opposite direction, in close engagement with that very object. Maturity for Eisner (himself an artist) lies in the kind of insight which allows for the trained and skilful use of personal creative faculties – reaffirmation of the self; for me it resides in the kind of insight that might allow for some denial of self. (p. 125)

The connoisseur is concerned with worlds of knowledge and knowing. Education for the connoisseur is progress to a morally and aesthetically better world – a journey made surer by trained eyes and refined tastes. The connoisseur’s implicit question (and you may need to take a moment to think this through) is ‘Can you evaluate if you don’t know the people you are evaluating and don’t like yourself?’ Let me repeat that question, for this is central: ‘Can you evaluate if you don’t know the people you are evaluating and don’t like yourself?’

For me the question is slightly different. It is, ‘Can you evaluate if you don’t like the people you are evaluating and don’t know yourself (well enough)?’ I think not. (p. 127)

In this section Kusher return to the theme of ‘love’ as explores what it means to say that ‘I was in love with the students’.  In a disarmingly honest way he writes about using intimacy as an instrument, being beguiled by the naturalistic process, confused by the intimacy of the moment, and the occasional accusation of betrayal by students.

I felt a little let down by the paucity of words on the themes of love and program evaluation. This could be because one of my  encounter with James Finnegan’s (2000) exceptional work in his recently completed Ph.D. thesis on his question, ‘How can love enable justice to see rightly in my practice?’

6 - Essences, Contexts and Transitions: the Individual at the Margins of the Program

Drawing on vignettes, as part of his portrayals, Kushner shows how he can identify phenomena or events that represent something of the essential quality or complexity of the enquiry. His integration of case study data is beautifully done and in this section draws on the study of a research student (a nurse) who was studying an intensive care unit in a hospital. He describes how she was provoked into thinking about the portrayal of an essential phenomenon in a detailed observation account of a patient lying in an intensive care bed. She portrayed a barely glimpsed individual so surrounded by and plugged-into technology that even the cursing staff found it hard to approach him. He points out that the line between an essential (in the sense of exemplary) observation and the crystallization of personal advocacy can be perilous to tread. (p. 129).

He explains, most helpfully, three notions of context; as embedding, as signifier and as determinant. In relation to embedding he says that there may be no immediate link made with ‘foreground’ ( the curriculum innovation, say, under study) but the ‘context, as embedding’ at least prevents the sociological isolation of the events being portrayed.

In relation to context as signifier he says that this takes the portrayal of context a stage further than ‘embedding’. Taking a school context for example he says that does not necessarily help us to understand the case any better, but allows us to measure the significance of what we read in ‘foreground’ events.  So, the study of a curriculum innovation set in a school that we have heard is a historically innovative school gives us a measure of significance which might not go so far as to say that the curriculum innovation came about because this is such a school. Here, the use of context as signifier for Kushner, serves as a sensitizer for the reader, alerting them to the possibility of certain contingencies.

In relation to context as determinant  he says that this gives a more assertive role to portrayals of background. Context as determinant is not the immediate focus for the evaluation but helps to explain the nature of contingency, that is, what links foreground and background in a weak or strong causal relationship. 

Kushner is most aware of the significance of values in educational evaluation. He draws on the work of Feinberg (1983), a theorist of cultural reproduction, to reminds that there are institutional values to which we are subjected and that these may suffuse our professional and research practices. 

“… the values that are at work in an institutional setting do not belong simply to the subjective preferences of the researcher or to the researcher’s subjects. Rather they are embedded in the very practices that constitute the institution that the researcher is investigating. As long as researchers continue to take these values for granted, they function, not as neutral external observers, but as important aspects of the institution itself….” (1983: 45)   p.137/138,

For Kushner the presence of evaluation emphasizes the possibility of a dynamic in allowing us to witness the possibility of change. He has a delightful way of integrating Berger’s notion of the ‘slender thread of memory’ when he writes about the individual being a more fluid entity than is often represented in evaluation reports. 

The self, says Berger (1983; p. 24) in similar terms to those commonly voiced today by postmodernist writers, is ‘a process continuously created and re-created in each social situation that one enters,’ but he adds ‘held together by the slender thread of memory’, the thread we see running through the accounts above. (p. 143).

In a most important statement Kushner says that he does not want to join the advocacy for ‘fragmented selves’ or for abandoning notions of authenticity and coherence in subjective experience.  He, too, wants to hold on to that ‘thread of memory’ which links competing versions of self. I couldn’t agree more that if we are to proceed with aspirations to social justice, coherence is essential and that there has to be some inter-contextual stability in, for example, concepts of fairness and self-learning. I identified with his points that we need a notion of the judgemental actor who can sustain a sense of value and judgement across diverse contexts.  As he says, it is what happens as we move from one context to another that ought to preoccupy evaluators more than the fact of our occasionally settling on different states, different versions of the self (p.143/144). I felt that I would have benefited at this point from a more detailed analysis on how he related the ‘slender threat of memory’ to his meanings of ‘the self’, ‘selves’ and ‘fragmented selves’ to his own ‘I’ and sense of identity as an evaluator.  

Kushner takes care to emphasise that is making no attempt to characterize a population of cases and nor is he making any appeal to representativeness in the data. Rather,  his appeal is to typicality. 

If we are interested in learning about such things as music in the community or about interfaces between programs and people then here is a case. Not all other cases will be like this, but perhaps this one will reduce the impact of surprise in others, may prepare something of the ground of issues and might even suggest something of the categories of information you might encounter in other cases. At the very least you will know what it means to base observations of phenomena on accounts of individual experience. At best, this case might awaken some analytic insight into the case you are interested in through recognition. (p.150).

7 - Ethical Space, Mortality and Conduct

With great verve, Kushner explains how evaluation displaces everyday ethics, in the sense of the ethics which sustain the ‘stable state’ which, as he says on a day-to-day basis people carry with them. He believes that evaluation insists upon a new – albeit provisional – set of ethics. He believes it be provisional upon their testing for effectiveness and tolerance in the rarified atmosphere of an evaluation. 

The moral order I tend to operate in – as a practitioner of democratic evaluation – is one in which there are mutual obligations to openness, to reflection and information sharing. We might think of this – not entirely frivolously – as a redemptionist morality which rests on an assumption that we might regain a state of political ‘grace’ through better understanding, greater tolerance of diversity and the neutralization of pathological power structures. (p. 152).

His writing about his evaluation, of a music performance and communication program in the context of a hospice, shows how his ethics and morality are merged at the level of the day-to-day conduct of an evaluation. He stresses the importance of this merging in the context of regulating the fairness and the justice of an evaluation. The issue of mortality is intensely alive in his portrayal. 

8 - People in Change.

The main idea which influenced me here was his recasting of the policy process 

‘more in terms of discourse (Cohen and Garrett, 1975) than episodes or decisions’. He sees the reality of policy development as a process of sedimentation and learning – of creating bedrocks of experience on which to construct projective models. He says that the current fad for evidence-based practice embodies the principle, if not the nature of its proper expression. He ends with the point that educational evaluation seeks to understand how to effect change and in doing this we need to understand how people learn, not what will make them comply.  ‘Educational evaluation is more or less, the study of people’. 

Coda: Robert Campbell and the Cultural Standards in Curriculum Evaluation.

The Coda reveals some more of Kushner’s values. I am thinking in particular of his political and economic values. For the first time I felt that his scholarship strayed into rhetoric, albeit a rhetoric I agree with. He relates A.S. Neill’s writings about his pupil Robert Campbell to a present ‘pathology’ which defines labour as cost rather than resource:

As labour is once again defined as cost rather than resource, so compliance (camouflaged as 'responsibility') has replaced self-realization as the immediate goal. 

The pathology is little different to the one bemoaned by A.S. Neill - the irrelevance of curriculum to future life as a citizen. 'The "Three Rs" spell futility', he said. In a moment of moral dismay he wrote in his log:

Robert Campbell left the school today. He had reached the age limit. He begins work tomorrow as a ploughman. And yesterday I wrote about introducing Eurhythmics! Robert's leaving brings me to earth with a flop. I am forced to look a grim fact in the face. Truly it is like a death; I stand by a new made grave, and I have no hope of a resurrection. Robert is dead…. I have tried to point the way to what I think best in life, tried to give Robert an ideal. Tomorrow he will be gathered to his fathers. He will take up the attitude of his neighbours: he will go to church, he will vote Radical or Troy, he will elect a farmer to the School Board, he will marry and live in a hovel …. I am as pessimistic as any Schopenhauer….. (1915:58) (p. 205)

Drawing on A.S. Neill’s point about 'Looking honestly at life',  Kushner says that the 'honesty' of the gaze consists in a tolerance for reviewing contested evidence, a taste for seeking out alternative explanations of events relevant to real dilemmas in living. He sees this as a state of cognitive awareness that stands as a curriculum goal for schooling of all years and which concerns itself with autonomy of thought. But, he says, it also stands as a professional goal for educational evaluators who are concerned with the notion of authenticity in representation. He links personal autonomy and authenticity and sees that both of these are needed to make society transparent. He sees them as part of the binding which makes evaluation educational and which links the work of educators with the work of educational evaluators. He makes this link insofar as both teachers and evaluators are less concerned with educational outcomes than with the quality of educational processes. He believes that the procedural and ethical principles which guide the practice of evaluation are drawn from the same source as those which guide the curriculum role of the teacher in a democracy. (p.202)

He gives full sway to his rhetorical powers when considering how the political and intellectual contexts within which both educators and educational evaluators seek options in pursuit of their educational principles are becoming straitened. 

The cusp years of the millennium mark a period of largely unquestioned national consensus over the nationalization of curriculum, test-based accountability, competency-based education (behavioural objectives), absolute standards of attainment, politically defined notions of excellence and outcome-driven measures of effectiveness. Educational enquiry is fiscally confined to a narrowing policy agenda and there is a corresponding intensification of intolerance for independent critique. All of these things are seen as necessary and reasonable for measuring and enhancing the productive efficiency of schooling to support social reform - they will enhance the achievement of large groups of pupils. But they are counter-productive to effective personal education. We can, for example, encourage young people to pass more criterion-referenced assessments or to strive for intellectual autonomy - they cannot do both at the same time, for these demand mutually exclusive curriculum strategies and they emanate from opposing ethical positions. One demand compliance with a predetermined set of principles (in exchange for credentials); the other exposes those principles to critical scrutiny - that, one accepts the authority of government, the other challenges it. We might have the right methodology, but we apply it to the wrong problem. Perhaps most prejudicially, where educational leaders are concerned with educational process it is now with 'teaching and learning', that is, those elements which are most susceptible to measurement and control and where knowledge is given. We risk losing sustained enquiry into curriculum - that is, the level at which we have to confront questions of the ethics, morality, politics and validity of the educational experiences we offer to young people. (p. 204)

He believes that the crisis in curriculum makes for a corresponding crisis in self-realization. The universal treatment at school and at work, the pressure to surrender individual need to competition within the group threatens to squeeze out educational resources for the discovery of autonomy. Yet, in the midst of this disturbing analysis he sees some hope in that the educational research community has at the same time developed a close interest in his own concerns of documenting experience through reasserting the voice of the individual with qualitative methodologies. Concerns which are often driven by the values of social justice. 

In contrast to this he also sees that the same period can be characterised by the return to dominance of productivity theories of education - school effectiveness, school improvement, payment-by-results research (i.e. teacher appraisal), theories of attainment, behavioural objectives development. He does not believe that the 'quantitative/qualitative'  distinction adequately accounts for this division. He gives as examples school improvement enthusiasts relying heavily on case study; teacher biography lending itself to appraisal; action research being used for that which it was not originally designed, to persuade teachers to self-scrutinize in order to focus on productivity; and applied research is yielding 'evidence-based practice' (the fossilization of practical ideas into context-less formulae).

Kushner believes that there are two distinct bodies of knowledge being generated; the individual perspective and the systems view and says that this bi-polarity is not a bad thing, were they to ‘collide’ in ways that are constructive in developing sophisticated notions of educational worth. But they rarely do.  Educational policy is largely denied the insights of those whose research speaks of direct experience…… (p.206)

I concur with his point that the systems-orientated group have found ready acceptance and favour in government, largely for their confidence in asserting the universality of standards and the uniformity of change requirements. The experience-orientated group have tended to rely on the patronage of research councils and charitable sponsors, and find it hard to attract the attention of politicians, who tend to be dismissive of the complexities they insist upon in defining educational standards. 

He says that we have largely lost contact with what were once considered to be central educational issues. Namely of how to develop teacher judgement and the pupils' intellectual autonomy, how to democratize schools and universities and how to generate community-based discussion of curriculum and educational ideals. He knows that these are all controversial and hence call what those divisions in the research community compromise - public contestation, a sensitivity in managing conflict and an acknowledgement from 'experts' that their views are partial and provisional upon broad agreements. All of these implicate the work of evaluators, who carry responsibility for accomplishing these things - for looking honestly. (p. 206-207)

He draws on Lawrence Stenhouse’s work on a cultural approach to understanding educational standards and processes: 

Stenhouse (1967:13) viewed culture as 'the medium through which individual human minds interact with each other in communication'. It was the quality of such communication which most preoccupied him, and it is this which makes his ideas so relevant to evaluators, for we, too, are primarily charged with improving the quality of exchange. For Stenhouse, conversation was all. A central part of Stenhouse's take on this issue was the concept of the 'standard'. By standard he referred to 'criteria which lie behind consistent patterns of judgement of the quality and value of the work' (p. 70), that is, a standard is a procedural principle, not an outcome measure; it governs how we interact with Robert Campbell, not with what we insist he learns. The 'medium' for communication was regulated in such a way as to produce consistency in judgements about how to proceed and about what to accept as evidence towards emergent views. Elsewhere (Stenhouse, 1963:124) he talked of this 'consistency' in communicative interaction as 'a climate of expectation … all action takes place within this climate'. It is that notion of consistency - the possibility of expectation - which evaluators seek when they look for the qualities of a  program and which we are always in danger of interrupting by introducing our own (or others') view of what is significant or relevant. Externally imposed standards - criterion-referenced measures - will always interrupt that consistency, the continuous flow and evolution of judgement over what is worth saying and achieving. (pp. 206/207)

He ends with the point that evaluation should not be promoting absolute standards of behalf of other authorities: it should be part of the process of defining standards as principles of procedure in structuring debate about our society and its institutions - that is, we should take a sceptical stance towards policy, holding it to account against criteria drawn from direct experience. 

Personalizing evaluation means offering evaluation as a service for the expression of individual and collective views about culture; that service lies in creating conditions within which agreements can be reached about what is worth talking about and how - that is, deriving criteria for holding policy to account. If we follow Stenhouse, this means evaluation must concern itself with conversation, with the 'interaction through language of human minds'. We need to interact with the mind of Robert Campbell. (p. 209)

Reflecting on the value of personalizing educational evaluation in the creating and testing of my own living educational theories of my own educational practices

I have said how impressed I am with Kushner’s scholarship and acknowledged the value of his text for my own learning in understanding the nature of personalizing evaluation and how to articulate it. I am now seeking to understand their educational value in enhancing the quality of my own living educational theories of my educational practice as I evaluate my own research program into the course of my life, my curriculum vitae.

I am curious about the relationship between my meaning of a research ‘program’ and Kushner meaning of a ‘program’ of reform or innovation.  I think my understanding of the evaluation of my research program can be accomodated within his definition. By my research program, I am meaning my attempt to reconstruct the nature of educational theory by dedicating  resources to this specified purpose, creating responsible roles for myself as a supervisor of edcuational research,  managing myself through a conscious structuring of my activities  and forms of organization  within the multiple sites of my research students – and, by giving my life’s project a chronological shape with a start and finish dates, including my retirement from the University of Bath in 2009.  I  too, see this program as a significant event; as a site of learning not only for myself but increasingly by professional groups such as the S-STEP SIG of AERA who are embracing the ideas. I am also exploring the influence of the research programme in terms of society at large, in the sense of enquiring into the influence of the programme for educating administrative systems, political representatives and other social formations.

I am taking the educational evaluation of my own research programme to be an integral part of the development of my own curriculum vitae, which I take to be the course of my life. I understand my educational standards in term of the values I describe below and which I embody in my form of life. My values constitute the meanings and purpose I give to my life. Like Kushner I think it important to face the certainty of my own death in responding with life affirming energy to living as productive and loving a life as is possible for me to live. Within this process I hold myself accountable to embodied values such as those I draw attention to through the value-words below.

In my educational enquiries of the form, ‘How do I improve what I am doing?’, ‘How do I live my values more fully in my practice?’, ‘How do I help you to improve your learning?’ ‘How do I test the validity of my claims to know my educative influence on the learning of others?’,  I exist as a centre of consciousness where my “I” has no beginning and no end. In this I believe with Bakhtin in existence as dialogue:

“The only way I know of my birth is through accounts I have of it from others; and I shall never know my death, because my “self” will be alive only so long as I have consciousness - what is called “my” death, will not be known by me, but once again only by others... Stories are the means by which values are made coherent in particular situations. And this narrativity, this possibility of conceiving my beginning and end as a whole life, is always enacted in the time/space of the other: I may see my death, but not in the category of my “I’, For my “I”, death occurs only for others, even when the death in question is my own.”  (Holquist, p.37, 1990) 

The aim of my educational research is to create and test educational theories. Some thirty years ago I began my search to reconstruct educational theory from the then dominant view that it was constituted by the conceptual frameworks and methods of validation of the philosophy, psychology, sociology and history of education, the so called ‘disciplines’ of education. What I wanted to explore, through my research into my own practices as  a professional educator, was the possibility that I could create and test my own educational theory from the base of my educational experiences and practices in my educative relationships with my students in particular social contexts. I think that Kushner and I start with the creative move  to approach programs through the experience of individuals rather than through the rhetoric of program sponsors and managers. I see an important relationship between my own commitment to help to create and test living educational theories and Kushner’s work on evaluation. In the process of creating living educational theories I advocate the evaluation of the influence of an individual’s actions on their own learning and the learning of others, in terms of their values, ideas, skills and understandings. 

The process of educational evaluation is an integral part of the process of creating and testing living educational theories. There is however, a difference in the stance advocated by Kushner as an evaluator, and my own stance as a practitioner-researcher who is using his evaluation as part of the process of my own learning and for the creation and testing of my own living educational theory.  I  think that the difference can be understood in terms of purpose. In Kushner’s stance there is a difference in pedagogical intent when relating to different individuals. When dealing with program sponsors he includes the pedagogical intent of educating program sponsors. When dealing with some of the individuals in the ‘program’ he appears to deny a pedagogical intent in his evaluation. Within my own approach to the creation of living educational theories through educational research, the aim of the program evaluation is to improve educational practice and enhance the validity of living theory. In other words, as the individual is evaluating their educational practice, they are making judgements which are intimately linked to their values. In the process of evaluating they are becoming aware of areas of tension between the values they hold and the extent to which these are being lived or denied in their practice. The very act of evaluating is part of the process of improvement. Tensions stimulate the imagination in terms of moving the enquiry forward. 

I think that there are similarities between the values Kushner embodies as an evaluator and I embody in my living theories. I see the evaluation component of my research program as embracing the values of democratic evaluation
 honesty, authenticity, social justice, autonomy, educational enquiry, respect and the I-You relation as described  by Martin Buber.  I also share Kushner’s commitment to making public my evaluations of my educative influence with my students and in educating social formations. I think the purpose of ‘making public’ is probably different. For me it is a way of enhancing the validity of my educational theories of my educative influence and educational practices. I draw on Habermas’ criteria of social validity in the questions I ask my readers to address. I want to understand if my accounts are comprehensible and whether their clarity could be improved for my readers. I want to know if the claims I make are justified sufficiently in relation to evidence . I want to know if the meanings of the values I use in constituting my practice as ‘educational’, are clarified sufficiently in the course of their emergence in my practice. I am also concerned with authenticity. I want to know if I am living the values I claim to hold, as fully as I can in my practice. This is not to say that I reduce my own processes of validation to a process of social validation. I adopt Polanyi’s view in Personal Knowledge, where he advocates that individuals take a decision to understand the world from their own point of view as individuals  claiming originality of mind and exercising judgements responsibly, with universal intent. I use the processes of social validation to help to strengthen the validity of my descriptions and explanations of my own learning. 

I also agree with Kushner about the importance of standards and, following Stenhouse, think of a standard being a procedural principle in contrast with an outcome measure. I think I differ in the way I understand educational standards and processes in my emphasis on a relationship between the living nature of educational standards which can be understood in the course of their emergence and development in practice and a cultural approach to developing an understanding of educational standards and processes. I think of standards in terms of my values which I see as the human purposes in my life and for the sake of which I sustain my commitment to life and education. This is not to deny that social formations also carry values which influence what I do and the standards I use to form my life. As part of my processes of evaluation I seek to integrate my understandings of how such values influence my practice and how I might in turn influence the education of the social formation.

What I am continuing to wonder, as I consider the educative influence of Kushner’s work on evaluation, on the creation and testing of my own living educational theories, is whether he might have omitted from his view of a ‘program’, the research program of an individual in the process of creating his or her own curriculum vitae as the course of their life. I am wondering if my own educational enquiries may serve to extend what counts as a ‘program’ for evaluation, in a way which can relate educational evaluation clearly to the processes of creating and testing living educational theories of educational practice.
Finnegan, J. (2000) How do I create my own educational theory in my educative relations as an action researcher and as a teacher? Ph.D. Thesis, University of Bath. (see Chapter 8, Making a Case for More Socially Just Actions in the Classrooms in the Living Theory Section of http://actionresearch.net)

Holquist, M. (1990) Dialogism: Bakhtin and his world, London; Routledge.

Jack Whitehead, 6th February 2001.

� I used Macdonald’s ‘democratic evaluation’ strategy in 1976, in one of the first local curriculum development projects sponsored by the then, ‘Schools Council’
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