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Some Literature Helping to Create an Epistemological Context - the Political Strand



Burke (1992, p. 79) notes Shulman’s (1987a) assertion that the knowledge base of teaching has multiple sources far deeper, richer and more extensive than that provided by empirical research alone and that the “Wisdom of Practice” is one enormously rich source of knowledge about teaching which has remained largely untapped by educational researchers. However, Shulman (1987a and 1987b), whilst communicating a deep respect for teachers, fails to see teachers in the role of educational researchers writing the final report (a paper or thesis) of some of their own “wisdom of practice”. Similar, perhaps inadvertent, downplay of teachers’ capacities to create/articulate a significant part of their own knowledge base in teaching can be discerned in other literature (e.g. Socket, 1987; Hoyle and John, 1995; Hargreaves, 1996 and 1997; Hammersley, 1997).



Bassey (1995, pp. 38-47) distinguishes between (i) educational research (which he sees as a discipline in its own right) and (ii) philosophical, sociological, psychological, historical, and economic researches in educational settings. My case-study work falls within the arena of educational action research, which can be viewed as a subset of educational research (Bassey, 1995, p. 46). In this particular kind of educational research, I am a practitioner engaged in the process of improving my own practice. Furthermore, in describing and explaining my teaching and educational action research practices as I work at improving my teaching and helping my sixth-form (17-18 year-old) students to improve their learning, I contend that I am creating my own educational theory (Whitehead, 1993). Claiming to create my own educational theory, as a teacher, is clearly a political issue, or to say it differently, an issue of power. My own agument, I maintain, emanates from a position of reasonable and responsible self-advocacy where I account for my own changing practices and for my own growing understanding of those changing practices (Hopkins, 1993, p. 44; Carr and Kemmis, 1986, p. 180). 



Helping me to find relevance for my work in an Irish context, Sugrue and Ui Thuama (1994, p. 121) note “the dominant position of positivistic research” in both the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland and argue that “to provide a comprehensive picture of any educational system, it is necessary to conduct different kinds of research from a variety of perspectives, employing different modes of enquiry. In the absence of this a very one-sided version of the mutiple realities of schooling is likely to emerge”. Also pertinent is that, unlike a lot of 1980 and 1990 post-graduate theses in Ireland (Sugrue and Ui Thuama, p. 123), I examine my working context and professional actions to a significant degree.



My action research work as a teacher creating my own educational theory involves four case studies of my teaching (1994, 1995, 1996, 1997), where my overarching research question is: “How do I communicate my way of knowing my educational development1 , and my way of helping my sixth form students to improve their learning, within and through case studies of my teaching”? In this paper I focus on my 1995 case study which lends support to the following claims:



In helping to facilitate an expression of student voices in the process of helping my students to improve their learning, I enable the sixth form students and myself to engage in more democratic actions and more egalitarian power relations in the classroom through the elicitation/creation, greater enactment, and evaluation of teaching/learning communicative activities.



An evidential claim for the above main claim is: Improved learning and improved grades in tests occur for the majority of the sixth form students. (Abstract, 1999)



The remainder of the paper is arranged as follows:





My educational action research methodology

Teaching/learning communicative activities and critical friends

Some action research outcomes

Implications and conclusions



My Educational Action Research Methodology

  

Action-reflection cycle



Drawing on the work of Whitehead (1993), I utilized a systematic action-reflection cycle2 which constitutes a method for improving my practice and for bringing my enquiry forward. The cycle is:



I experience a concern/problem when some of my educational values are negated in my practice. (problem)

I imagine a solution to my problems. (idea)

I act in the direction of a chosen solution. (action)

I evaluate the outcomes of my actions. (evaluation)

I modify my problems, ideas and actions in the light of my evaluations.  

      

                                                                             (Whitehead, 1985, p. 54)



In my 1995 case study, along with this standard of judgement, I also utilized the criterion of dialectical logic where I worked to negate the “living contradiction” aspects associated with the first step of the above action-cycle. Another methodological point worth emphasizing here is that the greater enactment of these teaching activities constituted the central web of “imagined solutions” for my 1995 case study.



Data generation and triangulation



The following excerpt from my 1995 report gives an indication of some methodological understandings and practices for my 1995 case study: 



In the 1995 study, I used a dialogic approach in eliciting some of the student learning needs (questionnaire + open discussion). There have been more observations (structured and open) than in my 1994 study and each observation has been longer (students, Joe English - a teaching colleague and a critical friend, Austrian girls, and Guido - a teacher from Germany). There have been audiotaped conversations with my students (twice) and with Joe English (twice), seeking feedback on the implementation of teaching/learning communicative activities: the videocamera has been used twice in class to gain data for this purpose.



I have engaged in triangulation (Denzin, 1978 in Forward, 1989, p. 35) of: evaluators (students, Joe English, and myself); sources of data (questionnaires, audiotapes, videotapes, observations); methods for a single event [for example, Thursday, January 12th, 1995 - the beginning of the project - , students writing on their own, followed by groupwork, followed by an open discussion, and finally followed by an audiotaped conversation with Ronan (a sixth form student and critical friend) on Friday 13th]; and, finally, of different perspectives to interpret data (I utilize some statistical analysis within a qualitative action research mode of enquiry).



The rigour of my methodology



Firstly, I believe the following three principles of Winter’s (1989, pp. 38-68) suggested six principles for the rigorous conduct of action research act as a testing ground against which to judge some of the rigour of my work:



(i) Collaborative resource

I am taking “Collaboration” to mean: “everyone’s point of view will be taken as a contribution to resources for understanding; no-one’s point of view will be taken as the final understanding as to what all the other points of view really mean” (Winter, 1989, p. 56). In my work I attempted to accommodate and not eclipse the “voice” of the other, whether that other is a student, a critical friend, a key respondent, or a researcher in the literature.







(ii) Risk

Regarding “Risk”, I took the risk of asking senior students to suggest ways in which I could improve my teaching practice in 1995 (this also occurred in my 1994 and 1996 case studies). I found this somewhat nerve-wracking and experienced a moderate to high degree of personal and professional vulnerability in initiating the action research process each year where I attempted to elicit “living contradiction” elements in my teaching practice which some of the students felt I needed to work on as one way of helping them to improve their learning. Also, there was some risk involved in having my accounts, ideas, and practice subjected to critique by critical friends and key respondents.



(iii) Theory-Practice transformation

In relation to “Theory-Practice Transformation”, I believe my work communicates that I see theory and practice not as two totally separate entities but as “two different yet interdependent and complementary phases of the change process” (Winter, 1989, p. 66). Winter (1996, p. 14) also refers to this principle for the conduct of action research as “theory and practice internalised”.



Secondly, I contend that I have engaged in “Reflexivity” in the process of writing my case study. Just as there is an in-built reflexive process within the action-reflection cycle so too is there a reflexive process at work in my writing where I am constantly reflecting back critically on previous critical reflections . 



















Teaching/Learning Communicative Activities and Critical Friends



Teaching/learning communicative activities



LI	     = 	LInking to previous day’s work.

ECSTOT  = 	Explaining Clearly, Stating my Train Of Thought.

ECTW     =	Explaining Clearly, timing of my Talking when Writing on the blackboard.	

GS	    = 	Going Slowly; that is, at a slow enough pace for all students to understand.

IQ	    =	 Inviting the students to ask Questions.

SU	    =	 Giving a SUmmary at the end of the lesson.



The above teaching/learning communicative activities arose in an interesting emergent-design fashion where I was initially focusing on the sixth form students’ lack of question-asking when invited by me to do so during mathematics lessons. The communicative activities were elicited/created in collaboration with my sixth form students at the beginning of the project (Thursday, January 12th, 1995 - see “Data generation and triangulation”). Following Lonergan, I take communication to mean the sharing of a lived meaning as well as the transmittal of a message (Lonergan, 1972, as in Savary, 1974, p. 48); therefore, I felt that “communicative” would constitute a most appropriate adjective for describing how the activities emerged.



Comments from three sixth-form students



Regarding the connections between what I was doing and the students’ learning, below are some incisive written comments from three of the sixth-form mathematics students who acted as “critical friends” to me during the 1995 case study. The comments are excerpts from the students’ responses to a question from a May 1995 questionnaire, “In what ways did your understandings of mathematics improve between 12-01-1995 and 30-03-1995 ?” (the duration of the project). I also asked the students to comment on the mean rating of 1.95 given by the the whole class for their improved “understanding of mathematics” during the project (the rating scale after table 1 ahead was used).



Kenneth K 



In opening I feel that the second video was much more productive than the first3 and that the discussion afterwards was, in my opinion, very successful. In general I find that your explaining of your train of thought [ECSTOT] has definitely improved which in conjunction with the explanation of other approaches [generating alternatives], both explains to those who could not do the question, how to do it, and also broadens the thought process of those who could, thus promoting adaptability. 



In relation to the statistical analysis you performed, I would say that the figures certainly have some meaning. In relation to the 1.95 figure4 [for Understanding of Mathematics], I would say that this confirms that the majority of the class feel that their understanding of maths has shown a reasonable improvement, and that a notable proportion of this was due to your changing practice. In conclusion, I feel that your change in practice, although not huge [I agree], has led to a more relaxed atmosphere in the classroom, leading to students having greater confidence in themselves and therefore being able to take advantage of the class so as to better their understanding of mathematics. (Kenneth K, 1995)



Kieran McG	



“Did my understanding of mathematics improve between the making of the two videos?”



Yes. Why?



I didn’t think that this greater understanding was achieved by any one factor. If one aspect of the learning process is altered it will not in itself bring about better understanding. There were a host of changes; more study being done, increase in maturity, working towards a goal, familiarity with the course.



“Was a better working atmosphere created?” Yes. Why?



Your research may have been a contributory factor here. I think it - not because of the actual question you were seeking to answer [“How can I help you to improve your learning and contribute to your educational development?”] but because you involved the class at a basic level in your research - lessened the gap between teacher and student. This factor plus the maturity of the class in their attitude to work did create a good atmosphere for the last few months’ work.



“How big a contributory factor was it?”



Impossible to say! But I would guess somewhere around helpful and worthwhile. (Kieran McG, 1995)



Ronan M



I think that the “ratings” of teaching practice are a fair reflection on the efforts made by the teacher to adapt to the student suggestions of January 12th, 1995.



The students have given a 1.95 rating [mean value] to their understanding of mathematics [UM]. So what does this figure mean? I think that this figure of 1.95 means that students are now able to grasp/understand topics whilst they are being covered in school rather than having to study them at home and, in this sense, their understanding of maths has improved. (Ronan M, 1995)



Critical friends



Joe English (a teaching colleague) viewed two videoed lessons (Feb 2nd, 1995 and Mar 30th, 1995) and proffered feedback on the six teaching/learning communicative activities and on other areas that Joe felt were relevant; Guido, a visiting teacher from Germany, observed two of my lessons (Feb 9th, 1995) and likewise proffered structured feedback on the six activities and other open feedback. A group of five sixth form mathematics students (Ronan, Eoghan, Kenneth, Kieran, and Donnan) gave feedback on the two videoed lessons and also on a number of other occasions.



Key respondent



Jack Whitehead, University of Bath, read my 1995 case study report, and gave me written feedback.





Some Action Research Outcomes5 



Utilizing numbers within a qualitative mode of enquiry



Table 1 shows that for a majority of the sixth form mathematics students: 



I improved from slightly to a reasonable amount during the 1995 enquiry (January 12th until March 30th) for Explaining Clearly -Stating my Train Of Thought (ECSTOT), Explaining Clearly - timing of Talking when Writing (ECTW), Going more Slowly (GS), and giving a SUmmary at the end of a lesson (SU).

I improved by a reasonable amount or more for Linking to the previous day’s work (LI); and, finally,

I improved ‘a fair bit’ or more for Inviting the students to ask Questions (IQ).



The mean values were judged to have .01 levels of significance using Wilcoxon’s T statistic.



Tabulating students’ mathematics results



It is worth bearing in mind that, as well as the majority of the students claiming that their understanding of mathematics improved during the project [see endnote 4], every student improved his mathematics grade between February 1995 and June 1995 and the overall improvement for the whole class was terrific as confirmed by Table 2 and Table 3.















Table 1   Students’ responses for the six teaching activities.

Name of Student�LI�ECSTOT�ECTW�GS�IQ�SU��Seamus B.�1�1�3�1�1�3��James B.�2.5�2�2�3�3�1��Adrian C.�4�2�2.5�0�3�2��Shane F.�3�3�3�3�5�3��Eoin G.�1�2�2.5�3�0�2��Donnan H.�2�1.5�3�0�3.5�0.5��Ruaídrí H.�2�2�1�3�2�2��Manus K.�2.5�1.3�0.5�1.8�1.5�1��Kenneth K.�1�3�1�0�3�0��William M.�5�-1�1�3�3�5��James M.�3�1�2�2�5�1��Adrian M.�3�3�1.5�2.2�1.8�1��Kieran M.�2�4�3�3�1�3��Dermot M.�3�1�1�2�2�1��Thomas M.�3�1�1�1�5�1��Damien Mg.�1.57�0.52�-1.01�-3.4�3.2�1.2��Ronan M.�3�5�5�1�3�1��Damien Mn.�3�0�1�1�3�1��Garvan M.�0�0�0�1�1�1��Barry O.�0�1�1�0�3�0��Finbar O.�1�2�0�-1�3�1��Eoghan R.�4.6�3.2�3.4�1.4�3�4.8��Shane S.�0�1�1�1�3�0��MEAN VALUE�2.22�1.72�1.67�1.26�2.70�1.59��

The following scale was used:



Rating�Verbal Description��-5�disimproved a lot��-3�disimproved a fair bit��-1�disimproved slightly��0�same��1�improved slightly��3�improved a fair bit��5�improved a lot��



















Table 2   Sixth form students’ February and June results* (1995).



Name Of Student�Mathematics Result

February 1995

(Trial Leaving Certificate)�Mathematics Result

June 1995

(Leaving Certificate)��Seamas B.�B2�B1��James B.�B3�A2��Adrian C.�D2�C1��Shane F.�D3�D2��Eoin G.�F�C2��Donnan H.�E�C3��Ruaídrí H.�F�D2��Manus K.�D3�B3��Kenneth K.�D1�B2��William M.�F�E��James M.�D3�D1��Adrian M.�E�C1��Kieran M.�F�C3��Dermot M.�F�D2��Thomas M.�F�D1��Damien Mg.�E�D2��Ronan M.�C1�A2��Damien Mn.�D3�B3��Garvan M.�F�C2��Barry O.�E�C2��Finbar O.�D3�C3��Eoghan R.�D1�B2��Shane S.�E�C3��* Honour = A,B,C; Pass = D; Fail = E,F.



Table 3   Numbers of students obtaining an honour, pass, and fail 

in mathematics.

Examination�Number of Students

Obtaining an Honour�Number of Students

Obtaining a Pass�Number of Students Failing��Trial Leaving

Certificate

(February 1995)�

3 students�

8 students�

12 students

��Leaving Certificate

(June 1995)�

16 students�

6 students�

1 student��

I believe my improved teaching practice during this classroom action research enquiry, which lasted from January 12th, 1995 until March 30th, 19956 , contributed to the sixth form students’ improved understanding of mathematics between February and June, and to their better examination results in June 1995. I am in no way inferring a linear cause-and-effect relationship here and am anxious to overtly acknowledge that improving one’s learning is clearly a multifactorial process. For example, see the first main paragraph of Kieran McG’s comments and the second paragraphs of Kenneth K’s and Ronan M’s comments in the previous section; or to take an example from information-processing theory (Wood, 1998, p. 70), improvements in learning could come about because of a student’s increased speed of processing or increased processing capacity.



Implications and Conclusions



A mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experiences



I claim that in collaboratively eliciting/creating, enacting more fully, and evaluating the six teaching/learning communicative activities, the sixth form students and I were in engaging in more democratic actions in the classroom. I am struck by the remarkable resonance between the notion of communication as the sharing of a lived meaning and the emphasis, according to Rockefeller (1991, p. 240), on communication and shared experience within Dewey’s (1916, p. 87) notion of democracy as “more than a form of government; it is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experiences”.



Rockefeller (1991, p. 246) notes:



Dewey’s point is not that all associated life automatically provides one with a sense of communion, as some critics seem to suppose, but simply that insofar as a person adopts democratic attitudes and genuinely opens his or her mind and heart to the experience and needs of diverse individuals and groups the sense of belonging, of community, which sustains life is deepened.



All of my sixth-form students had experienced my teaching for at least a year (and some for two or three years as Junior students) and, therefore, when they were suggesting ways in which they felt I could improve my teaching (via questionnaire, groupwork, and open discussion) they were drawing on their experiences of my teaching and also stating some of their learning needs. It is my contention that in the 1995 case study I opened up my mind more fully to some of the experiences and needs of my sixth form mathematics students and that, in this opening up, I was adopting a more democratic attitude within the educative relationships between the final year students and me.



My own future research



Further, to my mind, the intersubjective meanings within teaching/learning communicative activities involve notions of “associated living” and “shared experiences” and as such are potentially profoundly democratic, despite the fact that Dewey (1916) has been criticized for not defining his terms precisely in Democracy and Education (Rockefeller, 1991, p. 238) and also despite the limitation that my particular ways of helping my students to improve their learning may have placed too much emphasis on what I was doing and not enough attention on the students’ learning - an unintended consequence of action (Giddens, 1979, p. 56). Gladly, in my third case study (1996) I attempted to rectify that limitation somewhat and in my fourth study (1997) I concentrated solely on an individual sixth form student’s learning in mathematics.



Taking more accurate account of sixth-form students’ social maturity



Rudduck, Chaplain, and Wallace (1996, p. 177) see “assumptions about what a pupil is” as constituting some of the “deep structures of schooling”. In particular, Rudduck (1996, p. 13) stresses the urgent need to review the conditions of learning in secondary schools in order to ensure that they offer appropriate support to young people and take more accurate account of their social maturity in the serious task of learning. I believe my research has helped to move my teaching in the direction of taking more accurate account of my sixth form students’ social maturity.



In connection with promoting more democratic actions in the school and the classroom, Rudduck (1995, p. 11) has also earlier emphasised the importance of listening to “student voices”: “We need, in particular, to hear the voices of students and to give attention to their perspectives on the experience of being a learner in school”. In my view, my own work responds to this challenge.



I concur with Rudduck’s contention that “expert witness”, rather than partner in change (Rudduck, 1996, p. 13), better describes what is possible for young people in schools; the term “partner in change”, in my view, disguises the very real differences in power between those who are paid to provide a service and the learners who receive no money while learning. Additionally, like Rudduck, I too am drawn to, what I believe is, the more realistic notion of granting students a “limited franchise” (Polan, 1989). In this regard, Polan (1989) argues that “it is no compromise or betrayal of democratic principles, nor is it a sham or a confidence trick to extend to children in school a franchise that is limited, and for the already enfranchised to determine what those limits might be” (Polan, 1989, p. 41). However, I would go further than Polan (1989) and argue that sixth-form students can become some of the “already enfranchised”.



Transferability: a potential contribution to teachers’ and lecturers’ continuing professional development



One could argue that I was “bifurcating content and teaching processes” in my 1995 case study and that I was, at most, engaging in “an act of scholarly convenience and simplification in the research” (Shulman, 1987a, p. 6). However, in my 1995 case study (as in my 1994 case study - chemistry), I felt it was important that teaching/learning communicative activities had the potential for transferability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 297) to other subject areas apart from mathematics and chemistry and that teachers or lecturers who read my work might engage with their own students in collaboratively eliciting/creating and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities which the students felt could be lived out more fully in a particular subject with a view to helping the students to improve their understandings.



Closure



In short, I contend that (i) the question, “How can I help you to improve your learning?” (Laidlaw and Whitehead, 1995, p. 2), is a question worth asking for the sake of the students in our care and that (ii) sixth form students can help us to answer such a deceptively simple question. My way has been to democratically involve the sixth form students in eliciting and evaluating7 changes in my teaching practice which the majority of the students felt were beneficial to their learning. Therein lies the potential for “What’s in my work for others?”.
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1 Following the work of Jack Whitehead of the University of Bath, a central “unit of appraisal” in my research is my claim to know my own educational development for my enquiry.

2 Using Popper’s views on the method of scientific discovery (Whitehead, 1985 in Whitehead, 1993, p. 57) but significantly transformed by Whitehead’s notion of living contradiction and the primacy of ‘I’ as an active agent of consciousness. It is worth noting the emphasis here on both action and consciousness.

3 Mathematics lessons were videoed on February 2nd, 1995 and on March 30th, 1995.

4 In a questionnaire at the end of the 1995 project, I asked the 23 Leaving Certificate Higher Level Mathematics students to rate the change in their learning (helped by my changing practice) under the heading “understanding of mathematics”. The rating scale after table 1 was used. Twenty students gave a rating of 1 or more and thirteen students gave a rating of 2 or more. The overall mean value for “understanding of mathematics” was 1.95 and Kenneth is commenting on this figure here.

5 Outcomes as “ends”. However, in my research, there is also a sense of outcomes as “process”, where democratic values lived out more fully over time constitute both “means” and “ends”. Such a philosophical notion can be traced to Aristotle (Elliott, 1989, p. 93).

6 The duration of data collection was January 12th, 1995 - May 22nd, 1995.

7 Involvement of students in the two processes is important and is clearly a democratic and democratising enterprise.






