Using concept circles to explore claims about a ‘new discipline’ and the ‘role of community’. 

Terri Austin, Fairbanks, Alaska.

I was quite pleased to be asked to be the discussant of this session.  From my knowledge of these educators, I knew this would be a wonderful opportunity to consider the ideas shared in the four papers.  After reading these papers through a couple of times, I realized I wanted to try to organize the information in two ways.  First, I wanted to gain a clearer picture of the authors' ideas concerning an area they call a "new discipline".  The second area I wanted to explore was the issue of community among these four educators.

In my effort to gain a clearer picture of the term new discipline, I used a concept circle (Equals Program, 1990), a strategy I often use in my classroom to help my students gain a visual picture of an abstract idea.  The term to be examined is in the center.  Each concentric circle adds more information about the term, moving from the abstract in the center to more precise terms in the outer circles.  The outer most circle, then, contains the most specific and visual terms for the reader.

Beginning with the idea of "New Discipline" in the center, I reread the papers to gain specific information.  As I read I looked for common threads that would help me better define this new term. I identified four broad characteristics of their proposed new discipline:  political, inter-subjective, intra-subjective and action research or inquiry.  The second circle contains these four elements. Although it would make sense to continue to talk about each element within each specific and larger circle, it is difficult to do so clearly. Instead, I'll take each of the four elements in turn and move outward through the remaining wedges of the circles becoming more specific as I move outward. 

Within the four papers, the political aspect appears to be divided into two parts, those forces outside of school and those forces within the school itself.  Many of the outside forces are the common ones that a great number of teachers and school districts are currently facing.  The authors mention the public demands upon schools, money issues, and educational reform which includes imposed curriculum.  When read in combination, Moyra and Zoe offer a unique perspective on the impact of these political issues.  They show that the political aspect of education directly effects all educators from the high school educator to those involved in working with preservice teachers. Within the school itself, Moyra's study shows the direct implication of the structure of the school, the element of time and influence of colleagues.   She also illustrates how they are directly impacted by political decisions.

All the authors directly discuss the element of action research, self study or self inquiry.  The four papers show the result of the authors' efforts to examine their work and the context in which they work.  I see three themes in this section.  The first is the element of questioning.  All the papers demonstrate the questioning of self, the questioning from others, and the questioning of practice.  The second area evident in this section is the importance of the particular context.  While the authors discussed the influence of the context in which they worked on their study, they also created their own context through collaboration.  The final section concerns the issue of time.  Their studies are a result of a collaboration over time.

The final two elements of the new discipline include an inter-subjective dialectic and an intra-subjective dialectic.  Pam defines inter-subjective dialectic as that "which occurs when we share our representation of our idea with others and their affirming or questioning response to our communicated meaning challenges us to see something else".  In examining the work presented here, I arrived at three types of actions that allow the inter-subjective dialectic to occur.  The first, is the avoidance of ‘Balkanization’, a term Donmoyer (1996) uses to describe the isolation of factions within the educational community.  All the authors touch on the importance of verbally sharing their work to gain feedback and help them move forward in their thinking.  Jack takes this one step further by suggesting educators look beyond the immediate profession to gain insights.   The second action is the use of constrained disagreement.  This includes elements of critique, collaboration and a recognition of differences.  Moyra's paper illustrates this when she describes her work with the teachers at the Denbigh School.  The final action is the personal involvement in a critical community.  Through the papers, I found words such as respect, support, tension, insight and co-researching to describe this aspect of inter-subjective dialectic.

The final part of the new discipline is the intra-subjective dialectic.  This is the inward or personal look at our work.  I found three parts to this conversation with the self.  The first is the recognition of "I" as a living contradiction (Whitehead, 1993).  Zoe, Moyra and Jack examined this issue in their work shared here.   I found two commonalties.  The realization of being a living contradiction is developed through on-going relationships and is realized over a period of time.  The second action of the intra-subjective dialectic is the ability to self question.  Moyra and Zoe used their self questioning to create shifts in thinking and ultimately in their actions.  Zoe refers to paying attention to the "inside, little, and particular" to help her examine her life as a learner.  A third action includes the identification of personal values.  Moyra, Jack and Zoe show how they live out their values in their descriptions of the studies presented here.   

Concept Map ‘New Discipline’
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The title of the symposium Creating Educative Community through Educational Research.  In the final paragraph of Pam's paper, she calls for collaborative action, so I was intrigued to see if the four papers, when read as a collective, would show elements of a community.  Using my own research work with supportive communities, I identify four characteristics of such groups (Austin, 1999).  (1) The individuals involved in a community usually have a common goal, either in belief or action.  (2) There is a dynamic structure to the group.  Palmer (1993) describes this as "a network of relationships between individual persons" (122).  Yet it's more than the relationships.  Through these interactions of the members, the community itself develops a personality of its own.  (3) Individual change happens from the interaction of others within the community.  (4) A reflective stance usually occurs.  The community often becomes a place where members have the freedom and the support to turn inward to examine their own values of who are they and what they can do (Peterson, 1992).

I again used the concept circle method of identifying elements found in the papers.  With "community" in the center, and my four  characteristics in the next circle, I reread the papers a number of times to see if the elements would be evident in the written texts. In examining the issue of a common goal, I asked myself if these papers demonstrated two things.  Did they show heart - a reason for being together (Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers, 1998), and did they have the means to achieve this goal?  This is the "how" part of a community.  In all the papers, I found elements of a desire to change themselves and the educational profession for the better.  I identified this as their community goal.  I believe they are using self study/action research to move themselves toward that goal as the foundation of the four papers rely on this method of reflective study.

I include three aspects of the dynamic structure of a community.  The first is the interactive relationships.  Within the papers I found reference to critical friendships and the importance of sharing individual work with the other three.  Jack alludes to this not being a totally positive experience, but I didn't get a sense of this from the other papers.  The second aspect is the dialectic.  Again Jack mentions the tensions between the members in this aspect.  Others refer to the discussions as a way to gain insight and as part of the validation process.  The final part of the dynamic structure of the community is the roles the individuals play.  I reread the papers again to see how each author positioned her/himself within the community.  Realizing that roles change according to the situation, I identified each author in the following role in this specific set of papers:  

* Jack plays the global, all encompassing position.  His continual references to world politics and economics offer a broad perspective to the issues addressed.

* Pam provides the foundation.  Her theoretical knowledge points the direction the others follow.

* Zoe plays the personal or internal role.  Through her auto/biography, she demonstrates how inquiry can be applied to the  individual. In sharing her very personal experiences, she opens the way for others to share the personal as well.

* Moyra's role is of the practical. She's taken her understanding of self inquiry and used it with the teachers at her school.  She demonstrates a way in which one person can bring about change with others located in an institutional setting.

Within individual change, I looked for evidence of the individuals changing over time.  Zoe's reflections deal directly with this issue as does Moyra's narrative.  Both are personal accounts of self examination in relationship to the events around them.  Pam mentions that through self study she has changed her teaching practice but she's not explicit as to the how.  This is due, I believe, to the role she is playing is this particular work.  Examining Jack's change over time is a bit harder to discern, but Jack does refer to the influence of the three others in his paper, as well as others in the Bath educative community.  

The second part of individual change is the recognition of being a significant member of that particular community.  I looked for evidence of risk taking, confidence and self within in the text.  As I read the papers, I found a high degree of risk taking among the four.  With Pam and Jack, it's the proposal of a new discipline in education.  For Zoe, it's her openness in her auto/biography.  While Moyra takes great risks in working with her staff in innovative ways.  There is no lack of confidence within this group.   Zoe's and Moyra's papers explicitly document their growing confidence through the account of their work.  All included themselves in the text.

The final aspect of community is the reflective stance of the members.  I looked for two features, the examination of the self and trust which included trusting self and others.  The examination of the self is a necessary ingredient in a self study and it is illustrated in all the papers shared here.  Zoe, Moyra and Jack papers are personal accounts. Pam's paper is not as self reflective as the others, but again I believe this is due to the role she is playing in this particular situation.  I assessed trust by the fact these studies were made public.  The four demonstrated confidence in the other members of this group by intertwining their work with each other and by publicly sharing their accounts.

I believe there is evidence of community among these four educators.  The way the individual authors refer to each other in the development of their work is an indication of their working relationship, but there are also hints of tensions.  It appears from this body of work, the four are actively involved in developing the new discipline concept they present here.  I would like to ask them where they are going now?  What is important for the four of them to consider?  Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers (1998) point out the need for more careful listening among community members to gain a clear sense of what is significant"  (18).  This might be something Zoe, Moyra, Jack, and Pam would like to consider as their community continues.   

Concept Map ‘Community’
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