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Background

Since the founding, in 1992, of the Self-Study of Teacher Education Practices Special Interest Group of AERA, our members have organised three international conferences (Richards & Russell, 1996; Cole & Finley, 1998; Loughran and Russell, 2000) presented many papers at  AERA and published several books of self-studies (Russell & Korthagen, 1995; Hamilton, 1998; Weber & Mitchell 2000). Zeichner (1998) has claimed that the birth of the self-study in teacher education movement around 1990, has been probably the single most significant development ever in the field of teacher education research. In his review of the third international conference Gaalen Erickson highlighted the importance of conducting a review of self-study from Lakatos’ (1970) perspective of the ‘core’ of a research programme; John Loughran suggested that people have accepted the challenge of demonstrating what they know and asked, ‘How do we take it the next step in a scholarly manner?’; Mary Dalmau asked, as we look into our practice and seek to improve and understand our influence, did we duck ‘the nature of teacher education’?; Susan Wilcox explained that she was looking for more about how people come to know – not to challenge the methodology but just to know what you can know by different ways of trying to understand (see also Watson & Wilcox, 2000) Jean McNiff felt the need for more studies of the evidence of the influence of self-study researchers on learning.

Following Ryle’s (1949) aphorism that efficient practice precedes the theory of it, there is much evidence of self-study in practice and it may now be timely to focus on the nature of a review of self-study from within the processes of self-study itself. Such a review may help to answer the questions posed in the theme of AERA 2001, ‘What we Know’/How do we know?’

The need for a review process which embodies scholarly principles of self-study of teacher-education practices can be related to the sense of ‘painful awareness’ and failing ‘most miserably’ described by Grant and Graue (1999) when reflecting on their editorship of the Review of Educational Research. 

They describe their attempts to promote a more inclusive approach in research by including diverse voice from the educational community.  They say that this  is where they ‘failed most miserably’ 

“In looking back at the early volumes of the journal, we became painfully aware that we had been just as insular and just as provincial as our predecessors. We set up a conversation so that we, as academics, could talk to ourselves. We left out those off campus, who were actually doing much of the work of education……. We got so caught up in the production of scholarship that we missed an opportunity to bring it to a broader audience"  (Grant, & Graue, p. 395, 1999).

The way in which S-STEP includes ‘diverse voice’ is by focusing on the self-studies of individual teacher educators within the community. Each researcher is acknowledged as a knowledge-creator who can produce their own living theory in accounts of their own learning (Hamilton, 1998).

Without an understanding of a review process which embodies an understanding of the scholarship of self-study there is a danger that its academic legitimacy may not be recognised as a ‘scholarly’ by editors of academic journals. There is also the legitimate criticism that the ‘lack of recognition’ may be due to a lack of clarity of its epistemological warrants for its claims to educational knowledge.

Educational action research is a form of self-study in which individuals and groups enquire into their practice for the purpose of improving what they are doing and their understanding of what they are doing. This usually includes an engagement with both the internal psychological influences and external social influences on their practice. The British Educational Research Association have commissioned a review of educational action research within teaching as a research-based profession (Mellett, 2000). One aim of this proposal is to explicate the principles of self-study review being developed and used by S-S-TEP members in their publications. Another aim is to examine the potential of the review process developed by Mellett (2000) for answering the questions, ‘What do we know?’ and ‘How do we know it?’, in relation to the practices and publications of members of S-STEP. 

Developing the Review Process for the Town Meeting

The above proceedings of the international conferences and the publications of members are all publically available. The proceedings are available on both CD-Rom and on the Web. The review process developed by Mellett is available in the Values section of http://www.actionresearch.net
The Chat Room Facilities at the above web-site are available for the developing of a living review process in which members of S-STEP can work individually or together to answer the questions ‘What do we know?’ ‘How do we know it?’.  The review process developed by Mellett, is a living and evolving process in which the standards of judgement used in answering questions of the kind, ‘How do we know?’, are themselves living and evolving in process of the review itself.

If the convenor hears that this proposal is accepted, he will immediately circulate the S-STEP list with information about the enquiries which will provide a focus for the Town Meeting at AERA 2001. The first enquiry will focus on S-STEP responses to the review process proposed by Mellett to answer the questions, ‘What do we know?’, ‘How do we know it?’, in relation to the proceedings from our international conferences, papers to AERA, and our other publications. The second, related enquiry, will seek to improve S-STEP’s present understanding of the review processes which can help to answer the above questions.  The convenor will gather the responses at the Town Meeting and circulate these on the web for further responses.  In this way it is hoped to further S-STEP’s understanding of the living standards of practice and judgement which we use in our reviews of our own accounts of our own learning as contributions to educational knowledge. Part of this understanding will focus on the influence of those qualities of community within which individuals feel secure to explore alternative forms of data representation, theorising and criticism.

One way in which this will be done will be to draw on insights from Austin’s (2000) research into teacher-researcher community and on how to sustain a quality of connection with another researcher and their ideas while exercising originality of mind and critical judgement in her own.

The organisation

The aim is to involve as many S-STEP members and participants at AERA 2001 as possible. The format will follow the S-STEP Town Meeting at AERA 1996 with an introduction by the convenor and the identification of S-STEP members at the various tables who are focusing attention on particular issues raised in correspondence about the review process for self-studies following the third international conference in July 2000. The S-STEP list will be used for pre-conference clarification and correspondence on the review process. Sarah Fletcher, Tom Russell, Jack Whitehead, Susan Wilcox, Jackie Delong, Barbara Henderson and Kathy Childs have already agreed to participate in the above process of review. 
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