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For Cameron and Katrina

May your teachers be great thinkers



It is teachers who, in the end, will change the world of the school
by understanding it.

(Epitaph to Stenhouse)
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ABSTRACT

This thesis considers the role of action research in the development of practitioners'
thinking. An empirical and theoretical evaluation is made of the way in which the
conduct of action research affected the reflexive thought processes of twenty-five early
years practitioners who undertook this form of professional development as part of the
Principles into Practice Research Project based at Goldsmiths' College. In particular,
this study aims to provide a clearer indication of action research's acclaimed capacity
for extending practitioners' critical analysis of their practice and to help narrow the

empirical gap between the 1dealistic assumptions of action research and the reality of its

transformatory power.

The importance of practitioners' thinking in determining quality of practice is
highlighted and the potential for action research to influence and develop this thinking
1s considered. The thesis establishes a theoretical rationale of the thinking process and
critical reflection within action research. Key characteristics are traced and grounded
within various conceptual models of cognition and critical thinking drawn from a
variety of sources within the fields of cognitive science and adult development. The
theoretical framework 1s also utilised as an exploratory and explanatory mechanism
with which to interrogate the research data. The major themes that emerged from the
codification process of the data analysis are demonstrated with supporting evidence.
These are linked to major theoretical constructs in the broader literature so that the full

significance of action research's impact 1s ascertained and any critical facets determined.

The findings reveal action research's capacity to influence practitioners' thinking by
providing a coherent structure with which to organise their thinking and by sharpening
and deepening their levels of consciousness. It provides a means of affirming good
practice, but more importantly, of challenging misguided practice so that more valid
interpretations of reality emerge. [t stimulates a more critical and questioning frame of
mind which helps to unearth ingrained assumptions about practice and generate more
worthwhile educational provision. It also gives rise to an emotionally empowering

process which imbues practitioners with a more critical disposition. The emancipatory



potential of action research 1s also highlighted, as is its role in contributing to social

justice.

The thesis 1s premised upon the belief that the key to educational quality centres around
the individual practitioner. The research presented here offers a compelling case for
action research as a favourable strategy for professional development. It bolsters the
assertions made by advocates of action research's potential to bring about improved
quality of educational practice by improving the quality of practitioners' thinking and

generating a more critical ortentation towards practice.
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PART ONE

INTRODUCTION




CHAPTER ONE

THE QUEST FOR QUALITY THROUGH ACTION RESEARCH

A Quest for Quahty

Recently I was confronted with the prospect of selecting a school for my young son.
Faced with a choice of three different settings, I visited each site and attempted to
evaluate which ot the schools might offer him the best kind of quality early years
education. As an experienced teacher with specialist training and tertiary studies in
early years education, I was able to draw upon the guidance and collective wisdom of
theoretical and empirical accounts which suggest what a quality early years education
ought to be. As I attempted to compare and correlate each setting to my exacting
criteria, I was struck by one pivotal factor that prevailed over all other considerations,
namely the character of the individual teachers. 1 found that important matters such as
child:adult ratios, educational philosophy or curricular activities were overridden by my
choice of a school that had early years practitioners whom I percerved to be most likely
to offer day-to-day high quality experiences for my son 1n the first crucial years of his

education.

This cardinal criterion given to the quality of the teachers 1s based upon a strongly held
conviction that attempts to ensure a quality education should centre around the
practitioner. This personal view 1s extensively supported by a wide spectrum of sources
within the literature on education. Hargreaves & (Goodson, for example, contend that ‘it
is the teachers who ultimately hold the key to the success of the educational enterprise’
(1996: 24, own emphasis). Nias et al's study of primary schools showed how teachers'
lecarning 1s ‘the main way to improve the quality of children's education” (1992: 72).
Government papers have also acknowledged that ‘the teaching force ... 1s the major
single determinant of the quality of education’ (DES, 1983: 1). In their review of

research on what makes a school an effective agent of pupils' learning and development,
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Reid et al maintain that ‘the quality of the teaching staff is perhaps the single most
important factor’ (1987: 30). This 1s retterated by Kelly:

There 1s massive evidence 1n support of the fact that the teacher's role 1s
central and crucial to etfective education, that the quality of education any

pupil receives will depend to a very large extent on the quality of his or her
teachers (1990: 103).

No doubt a whole multitude of tactors play crucial roles in developing education such as
curriculum, infrastructure, policies and procedures. Wide-scale mandatory reform is
often a requisite part of this process. However, whilst acknowledging that 'top-down'
strategies (Fullan, 1993) may be necessary for educational change, this dissertation
supports the contention that if ‘educational improvement efforts ... are to result in

significant and enduring positive change’ then ‘high-quality professional development will

be essential’ (Guskey & Huberman, 1995: 4).

This research study therefore concerns itselt with the nucleus of the education process -
the professional world of the practitioner in his/her classroom. The intrinsic and parallel
importance of social and institutional factors on teacher development and educational
change are acceded. However, this dissertation effectively adopts a stance in which
(paraphrasing Woods et al, 1997) the individual growth factor 1s given precedence over
cooperative learning, personal voice takes precedence over group vision, trust 1s placed
with people rather than processes, and cultural changes in people rather than structural
changes in systems are given prominence. It shifts attention away from macro,
organisational initiatives to reform and improve education to what Andy Hargreaves
(1994) calls 'microcultural restructuring'. This places trust ‘in the qualities and conduct
of individuals’ rather than trust in ‘the expertise and performance of abstract systems’
(op.cit.: 252). Whilst 1t shares a common quest for quality education with other styles
of innovation, 1ts mission 1S to investigate the particular professional development
strategy of action research as a potential vehicle for enhancing the calibre of

professionals' practice and thereby children's educational experiences.

Without delving into a. distracting discussion on the meaning of quality, 1t 1s
acknowledged that usage of such a term 1n association with specific perspectives on

cducation and its improvement 1s subjective, value-based and invariably 'tdeologically

partisan' (O'Hanlon, 1996b; Stones, 1992; Carr, 1989; Winter, 1989b). 1 am therefore
11



conscious that any claims made about improving the quality of education through the
practice of action research are problematic and open to conjecture. Thus in this
introductory chapter, I outline the conceptual grounds upon which my perspective of
educational change, professional development and quality advancement i1s derived. In
doing so, I draw upon various sources within educational literature that openly or

indirectly advocate an action research style of educational improvement.

This chapter essentially lauds the value of action research as a professional development
strategy that seeks quality transformations of practice through self-critique and a deepened
understanding of the educational process. It highlights the way 1in which 1t 1s mindful of
the many challenges to change and its recognition of the intrinsic importance of
investigating habitual practice and re-evaluating provision through critical reflection. In
my attempt to provide a positive (but accountable) argument for action research, I have
omitted some of the criticisms and pitfalls of conducting action research (some of these are
considered in chapter ten). This deliberate deification of action research is intended to
provide a basis from which to look more closely at the promising possibilities of action

research 1n terms of the way 1 which 1t impacts upon practitioners' thinking.

What follows 1s a briet review of some of the main 1ssues involved 1n the process of
improving educational practice with attendant complexities and problems. These
sections consider the method of action research in this light and portray some of the
reasoning behind the choice of action research as an appropriate mechanism by which
practitioners might investigate the quality of their provision. Since the main focus of
this study concerns practitioners' thinking, particular attention 1s given to the
significance of teachers' thought processes 1n relation to developing educational
practice. Aspects of this rationale for action research closely echo the justifications
propounded within the Principles into Practice (PiP) Research Project team's selection
of action research (Blenkin & Kelly, 1997). The PiP Research Project provided
opportunities for practitioners to undertake action research in order to evaluate the
effectiveness of their practice; and 1t i1s from this Project that my own research study is

drawn.



The Challenge of Improving the Quality of Practice

Changing practice 1s 'notoriously difficult’ (Stoll & Myers, 1998b: 9). Differing, and
often contlicting, beliefs about what 1s considered to be a quality education and how it
might be developed has lain at the heart of most political and academic debates about
education. A scan of the wide ranging literature on improving educational practice
reveals no easy, definitive nor guaranteed way of ensuring effective improvement (for
example, Mortimore, 1998; Slee et al, 1998; Bell, 1995; Hargreaves, 1994; Fullan,
1993; Blenkin et al, 1992; Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992a; Reynolds, 1992; West-
Burnham, 1992; Reid et al, 1987, Wideen & Andrews, 1987; Rowan et al, 1983).
Instead, what emerges are a number of key 1ssues about the nature of educational
change and all that 1t entails, which various authors suggest ought to be considered by
innovators seeking to transform educational practice. One incipient factor includes an

awareness of the many, often covert, barriers that can hinder change processes.

One 1inherent obstacle 1s the apparent 'dynamic conservatism' that renders many
practitioners territonially resistant to change (Schon, 1971). When threatened with
change, practitioners may seek secunty in their own 'tried and tested' practice, retreating
to the 'sanctuary’ of their classroom (Bullough, 1987). Attempts to intrude upon this are
often perceived as a kind of 'attack’ or 'invasion' (Schon, 1971) and are either directly
repelled or 1gnored, or else accommodated so that innovations are ‘assimilated into ...
prevailing structures of meaning, rather than being allowed to pose a fundamental
challenge’ (Blenkin et al, 1992: 57). Even when change 1s voluntary 1t 1s still likely to
imvolve 'anxiety and struggle' and 'uncertainty’ (Fullan, 1991). Practitioners tend to protect

their self-identity and self-esteem from apparent threats and fears of failure.

Andy Hargreaves agrees that when teachers are exposed to or trained in new knowledge
and skills they ‘often resist or reject them, select only the bits that suit them, or delay until
other innovations supersede them’ (1995a: 13). He notes that teachers invariably reject
attempts for innovation when they are imposed, are packaged 'off-site', when reforms are
multiple and overwhelming, when they are invanably filled with 'false certainties' as well
as ‘badly communicated and dissemuinated’ (op.cit.: 13-14). Similarly, David Hargreaves
has written that ‘teacher cultures and structures are highly resistant to change’ and posits

that reforms and innovations ‘frequently become shaped, transformed or resisted in ways
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that were unintended or unanticipated” (1994: 425). This view i1s reiterated by Kemmis
who asserts that “when schools ... are forced to change on the basis of outside evaluations
and the crude coercive powers of the state ... they frequently resist, passively if not
actively’ (1993: 48). Moreover, Woods et al cite evidence that suggests ‘teachers filter the
policies of change through their existing protessional 1deologies, perspectives and
identities ... This produces a variety of adaptations ... ranging from compliance with the
new policy through mediation and accommodation to resistance and rejection’ (1997: 11).

The test boycotts of the early nineties are an example of such 'resistance and rejection'

(D.H. Hargreaves, 1994).

No doubt such 'resistance and rejection’ 1s often a considered professional response rather
than blind defiance for the sake of 1it. The intention here 1s not to dwell on the motives
behind such opposition, but to draw attention to the central place given by these warnings
from the literature to teachers' responses to change (particularly, 1t seems, when 1t is
imposed upon them). As Hargreaves & Fullan declare ‘the seeds of development will not
grow 1f they are cast on stony ground’ (1992: 13). It seems that ‘people learn more
cffectively 1f the context and content of what they learn 1s meaningful to them’ (Jarvis,
1987: 131). Not only do practitioners hold the key to quality practice, they ultimately

open the door to its successful improvement. Kemmus clarifies this point:

Changing schools means changing people, and people do not change easily.
Given the resources and encouragement to become more open-eyed and
open-minded about their role 1n schooling and society - as they can be when
they use an approach like that of educational action research .. - they will
make heroic ettorts to remake schools and curricula to meet changing needs
and circumstances as they interpret them (1993: 48).

Indeed, Clark maintains research on teacher thinking shows teachers to be ‘more active
than passive, more ready to learn than resistant, more wise and knowledgeable than
deficient” (1992: 76-77) suggesting that teachers are conducive to change 1f the
circumstances are considered appropnate. Hargreaves & Fullan make the salient point that
the problem with 'top-down' or 'outside-in' approaches to educational reform 1s that they
treat teacher development “as a matter of non-negotiable technical ski//, rather than as an
1ssue of professional will” (1992: 6, original emphasis). What 1s valuable about the method
of action research as a means of transforming practice is the way in which 1t intends to

empower education professionals to effect change directly in their own practice and on
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their own terms thereby circumventing many of the potential hurdles encountered by

centre-periphery reform (Schon, 1971).

Several other key factors within change processes have been illuminated by various
authors (notably Fullan, 1993, 1991, 1982). The way 1n which action research appears to
heed these further adds to 1ts credence as a suitable mechanism for bringing about quality

changes n practice.

Action research's raison d'étre 1s to transform practice ‘with a view to improving the
quality of action within 1t’ (Elhott, 1991a: 69) and the promise of quality practice 1s
facilitated by action research's concordance with and accommodation of the complexities
involved 1n the change process. Fullan writes that the change process 1s a ‘neverending
proposition under conditions of dynamic complexity’ (1993: 24) and it 1s for this reason he
maintains that ‘controlling strategies don't work’ (op.cit.: 199). Effective mnovation
appears to need to recognise that change 1s “associated with chaos, complexity, confusion
and uncertainty’ (Doll, 1989: 249) and "inherently unpredictable' (Fullan, 1993: 19). This
ts hardly surprising given that educational practice itself takes place in an uncertain and
ambiguous context. Varnous authors (Doll, 1993; Fullan, 1993; Kincheloe, 1991; Smyth,
1991; Grundy, 1989; Carr & Kemmis, 1986) testify to the instability of classroom
conditions which thrnve on 'the unpredictable, the unnoticed, the unplanned’ (Cuban,
1984). Clark also shows how ‘research on teacher thinking has made an empirical case

that the practice of teaching 1s complex, uncertain, and dilemma-riddled’ (1988: 10).

Action research readily confronts the volatile nature of the educational environment and
acknowledges 1t as a ‘spontaneously changing and evolving drama’ (Carr & Kemmuis,
[986: 37). At the same time action research recognises the ‘enormous complexity and
unpredictability of a learning effort’ (Candy, 1991: 172). Supporters of the action research
method highlight its flexible and adaptable nature which accommodates itself to the
personal situation and unique circumstances of each practitioner along with the

‘ambiguities or uncertainties of the social and educational world’ (Kincheloe, 1991: 113).

"Top-down' strategies of remodelling also challenge ‘professional experience, judgement
and expertise’ and can ‘lead to low morale, dissatisfaction and reduced commitment’

(Sikes, 1992: 49). Although there are some signs that the reform movement of the past

15
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two decades has had some beneficial impact on professional development such as
encouraging a more collaborative culture and increasing skills (D.H. Hargreaves, 1994;
Woods et al, 1997), there 1s now growing evidence that teacher professionalism and status
has been steadily assaulted and eroded. This has created conditions of 'poor self-respect’
and a 'weakened professional confidence', a sense of 'discontent’, 'disempowerment' and
'disenfranchisement’, a feeling of being 'undermmined' and 'oppressed’ and a nise in 'teacher
stress and burn-out' (Woods et al, 1997; Jetfrey & Woods, 1996; Bell, 1995; Nixon, 1995;
Aspland & Brown, 1993; Day, 1993a; Gold & Roth, 1993; Apple & Jungck, 1992;
Campbell et al, 1992; Gilroy, 1991; Smyth, 1991; Kelly, 1990). Under such
circumstances, change 1s likely to be superficial or short-lived and invariably beset with
aggravation (Fullan, 1993). In this context of 'deprofessionalism’, action research is
offered as a means by which practitioners might regain ‘professional integrity and
enhanced self-esteem’” (Burgess-Macey & Rose, 1997: 62) and restore professional
confidence and self-respect (Vulhiamy & Webb, 1991; Nias, 1989b). Kincheloe considers
that

when critical action researchers develop a system of meaning that helps them
design research, select research methods, interpret their research, and act on
the basis of their research, their way of seeing, their way of constructing their
professional self-identity, 1s forever changed (1993a: 177).

Fullan & Hargreaves have also highlighted recent research which shows that ‘age, stage of
career, life experiences, and gender factors - things that make up the total person - affect
people's interest 1n and response to imnovation and theirr motivation to seek improvement’
(1992b: 5). They suggest that ‘most strategies fail to take these differences mto account,
and consequently fail to be effective for many teachers’ (1bid.). Huberman (1988) and Oja
& Ham (1984) have likewise drawn attention to the need for innovation to take into
account diverse phases in professional life cycles and stages of development. The need for
‘those responsible for promoting effective schools ...[to] provide leaming opportunities
which match career and life stage development needs’ has been 1llustrated by Day (1993c:
130). Since action research can adjust itself to the 'learning readiness' of each practitioner,

Oja & Ham contend

the probability of success 1s increased [since] ... the challenge and support
factors 1n the environment are matched with the challenge and support
needed by the individual at a certain stage of development (1984: 189-190).
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Advocates of action research also note how 1t appreciates that

If there is one cardinal rule of change in human condition, 1t 1s that you
cannot make people change. You cannot force them to think differently or
compel them to develop new skills (Fullan, 1993: 23, ongmal emphasis).

Action research recognises the need to ensure practitioners' comprehension, conviction and
cooperation without which change can effectively become obsolete. It endorses the
principle that ‘the best and most effective change comes from within’ (Graham, 1993:
143). With action research, practitioners can find 'meaning in and for change' (Fullan,
1991; 1982) and with such understanding they are more likely to accept and implement

changes. Miller & Pine, citing various studies, claim that

sustained educational 1mprovement 1s accomplished most successfully
through action research (1990: 60).

Fundamentally, it appears that effective change essentially becomes a question of
ownership for ‘teachers need to feel in “control of change” rather than to feel “controlled
by change™ (Blenkin et al, 1992: 60; also Clark, 1992; Rudduck, 1988). In this way,
action research adopts what Fullan (1993) would call a 'restructionist' perspective of
cducational change (as opposed to a 'centralist' policy). Not only does action research
champion autonomy, it fosters the 'deep ownership' Fullan claims can come about “through

the learning that anises from full engagement in solving problems’ (1993: 31). Holly

writes of action research:

Action research transters ownership of the change process to the teachers
... The question of ownership 1s a vital one. The word ownership has two
meanings: (1) belonging to, identifying with, and commitment to; and (2)
arising from this psychological affiliation, a readiness to confess, to
recognise/acknowledge something, to be self-contronting. Action research
has an 1mpact on both these levels ... Action-researching teachers have to
face head-on the psychological barriers inhibiting teachers from subjecting
their own practice to critical scrutiny ... The change process - with all 1ts
emotional undertow - 1s internalised and personalised to the point where

the teacher action research becomes "hooked" on his or her change agenda
(1991: 153, onginal emphasis).

Action research persuasively places the change process right at the heart of the action,

directly 1n the classroom, and gives the pivotal players the responsibility to transform
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themselves along with their practice. Thus practitioners ‘become agents, rather than

victims, of change’ (Fullan, 1993: 1x).

Action Research as Personal Protfessional Development

As agents of change, practitioners are steered to take charge of their own professional
development. It was this central factor that led the PiP Research Project to adopt action
research as a potentially powerful tool by which practitioners might advance their
professional development and practice. With a firm belief in the principle that “the only
route to continuous and lasting improvement in educational quality 1s via the professional
development of teachers’ (Blenkin et al, 1992: 154), the PiP Project team selected action

resecarch for its

more personal approach, one which empowers the practitioner by ottering
scope for taking ownership of his or her own professional practice ... a
personal and interpersonal approach .. which offers practitioners ample
opportunities to take on the role of spectators in their professional lives ... For
this spectator role entails the making of stories, reflecting critically and
creatively on these stories and sharing them with colleagues 1n a supportive
professional context. And this 1s a process which aims to give space and
time for reflection on the full implications of what often turn out to be
muddled ideas or myths, and to reconstruct more useful and genuinely "true

to experience" hypotheses to explain and guide professional practice
(Blenkin & Kelly, 1997: 90).

The Teacher Training Agency (TTA) has also come to recognise the potential of

practitioner research as a policy for professional development with 1ts acknowledgement
that such research can ‘create opportunities for teachers to develop eftective classroom
practice’, and that engagement in research ‘can support fundamental improvements n
teaching and learning processes on a sustained basis’ (TTA, 1999a). Zeichner elaborates

upon this 1dea:

In the end, the quality of learning for students in our schools will depend
to no small extent on the quality of learning and opportunities for
professional development that we provide for our teachers. While it 1s
appropriate and necessary at times for policy makers ... to set directions for
reforms and to provide teachers with the skills and content that they need
to carry them out, there must also be a place 1n teachers' lives tor the kind

13



of professional development ... that respects and nurtures the intellectual
and leadership capacity of teachers (1998: 47).

With teacher-based research, a practitioner can ‘cast himself (sic) in the role of the learner
... so that his life in his classroom extends ... his intellectual horizons’ (Stenhouse, 1975:
37). Practitioners are effectively provided with an opportunity to become self-critical
inquirers into theirr own practice. Action research operates on the principle that the
‘process of improvement can be nothing other than a research process in which teachers
reflect on their practice’ (Carr, 1989: 11). Zeichner says much the same thing with his
claim that understanding and improving teaching ‘must start from retlection upon one's

own experiences’ (1994: 10). Dadds reiterates this point:

No one has simple, tidy solutions to the complex challenges and demands of
teaching and management ... But at the centre of professional development

- there has to be the nurturing of inner wisdom and critical judgement about
what can be provided for each child in each situation ... This 1s why the
inner volce must be cultivated (2001: 52).

Stenhouse recognised the value of an 'inner voice' when he suggested that a teacher can
strengthen his (sic) practice by ‘systematically and thoughtfully testing 1deas’ (1975: 25).
In Stenhouse's vision of teacher research these ideas are ‘tested in form by practice.
Exploration and interpretation lead to revision and adjustment of idea and of practice’
(Rudduck & Hopkins, 1985: 97). Grundy (1987) maintains the action research cycle
interconnects theory and practice in a continuous and dialectical relationship in which the
two are 'mutually mterdependent’. It recognises that the relationship between theory and
practice 1s 'reciprocal' (Clark & Peterson, 1986), 'interactive and multifaceted'
(Calderhead, 1993: 17), 'complementary and interdependent’ (Winter, 1996), by creating
a ‘deliberate movement between action and discourse’ (Louden, 1991: 172). It helps to

disclose ‘discrepancies between intentions and practices’ and ‘to help move these closer

together’ (Day, 1985: 134).

The emphasis action research gives to both thought and action endorses Fullan's maxim

that

educational change depends on what teachers do and think - 1t's as simple
and as complex as that (1991: 117, own emphasis).
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The Importance of Practitioners’ Thinking for Educational Improvement

Admittedly, this dissertation sidesteps the complex issue of the relationship between
thinking and practice, mediating factors that may influence the process and the tension
between the concrete and the abstract. Nisbet & Ross write of the field of cognitive
psychology's ‘1nability to bridge the gap between cognition and behavior’ (1980: 11).
Little seems to be known about how teachers make decisions based on reflection or how
they judge the quality of those decisions 1n action, leading Day to declare that ‘we do not
know how reflection leads to change’ (1993a: 137, original emphasis). There appears to be
no doubt that a link exists between thought and action since ‘teacher behavior and teacher
thinking are inseparable and part of the same event’ (Zeichner et al, 1987: 32). Yinger &

Hendricks-Lee add that “human thought and action ... operate as integrated and holistic

systems’ (1993: 104).

However, 1t 1s with teachers' internal theorising, rather than their external practice, that this
study 1s concerned. Drawing on supportive, often empirically grounded, statements from
within the literature, this dissertation 1s premised upon four assumptions. Firstly, that
teachers' thinking (their values, beliefs, knowledge and attitudes) invariably guides their
practical actions 1n the classroom; secondly (and consequentially) that this ultimately
aftects the standard of children's educational experiences; thirdly that strategies aimed at
advancing excellence 1n education should thus hinge upon improving the quality of
practitioners' thinking; and fourthly that action research is an eminently well qualified

medium for seeking such enhancement.

The substantial role teachers' thought processes play in the educational process is
becoming increasingly acknowledged and a number of sources emphasise its
significance. Erikson, for example, draws attention to the importance of practitioners'
thinking when he writes that ‘the mental life of teachers and learners has ... become
crucially significant for the study of teaching’ (1986: 127). Calderhead likewise
accentuates the primary place of teacher cognition 1n professional practice with this

statement:
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Research on teachers' thought processes has grown rapidly over the past
decade, as 1t has become increasingly recognised that much of teachers'
professional activity 1s cognitive in nature, and that a large proportion of
teachers' classroom behaviour 1s the product or accompaniment of some
form of thinking. Within a framework of organisational and curricular
constraints, teachers make decisions about what to teach and how; they
plan work; and they 1identify and find solutions or compromises to a
regular flow of classroom problems. Any adequate account of teaching
processes must clearly encompass such cognitive acts (1987: 183).

Clark & Peterson's major review of research on teacher thinking also affirms how
educational practice 1s ‘substantially influenced and even determined by teachers’
underlying thinking’ (1986: 255) and that ‘teachers' mental constructs can have
significant pedagogical consequences’ (op.cit.: 256). This research has shown how
educational practice 1s based upon teachers' system of beliefs, values, principles that
inform their decision-making. In other words, their ‘theoretical orientations ... in effect
organise and trigger their instructional behaviours’ (Fang, 1996: 51; also Isenberg,
1990; Mitchell & Marland, 1989). It 1s believed that ‘all practical activities, such as
teaching, are guided by some theory’ (Ross et al, 1992b: 3), and Spodek reviews a number
of studies which demonstrate that ‘teachers' thought processes determined the actions that
were taken in the classroom’ (1988: 165; also Borko & Putnam, 1995). Fullan's earlier

statement 1s echoed by Hargreaves:

[t 1s what teachers think, what teachers believe and what teachers do at the
level of the classroom that ultimately shapes the kind of leaming that
young people get (1995b: vi).

Thus the literature supports the contention that ‘every teacher possesses a "practical
theory" of teaching which 1s subjectively the strongest determining factor in her
educational practice’ (Handal & Lauvas, 1987: 9, original emphasis). Fullan (1991) also
believes that 1t 1s transformation in pedagogical beliefs and understanding that lies at the
heart of change. In a similar vein, Hargreaves & Goodson point to research that suggests
how ‘the persistence ... of unexamined practical knowledge of what teaching is, 1s one
of the most serious barriers to improvement in teaching’ (1996: 13). Spodek adds that
one ot the reasons reformers have such difficulty ‘modifying classroom practices’ is that
educational practice 1s largely dnven by ‘value-orientated implicit theories {that] are not

easily modified’ (1988: 167). This phenomenon is summarised well by Clark:
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Research on teacher thinking has documented the fact that teachers
develop and hold implicit theories about their students, about the subject
matter that they teach and about their roles and responsibilities and how
they should act. These implicit theories are not neat and complete
reproductions of the educational psychology found in textbooks or lecture
notes. Rather, teachers' implicit theories tend to be eclectic aggregations
of cause-etfect propositions from many sources, rules of thumb,
generalisations drawn from personal experience, beliefs, values, biases,
and prejudices. Teachers are subject to the full range of insights and errors
in  human judgement ... when faced with complex, fast-paced,
consequential, and occasionally emotion-laden social judgments and
action situations. And teachers' implicit theories about themselves and

their work are thought to play an important part in the judgments and
interpretations that teachers make every day (1988: 6).

The composite protessional knowledge that guides teachers' decision-making appears to
encompass far more than operational procedures and subject expertise. From the
beginning, tcachers enter the profession with ‘a strong sense of personal identity and of
personal values’ (Pollard & Tann, 1987: 38). The personalised, value-based nature of
teachers' 'personal practical knowledge' is seen to comprise ‘a moral, affective and
aesthetic way of knowing life's educational situations’ (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988: 59).
Similarly, Schon points out that professional knowledge comprises ‘a set of values,
preferences and norms in terms of which [teachers] make sense of practical situations,
formulate goals and direction for action and determine what constitutes acceptable

professional conduct’ (1987: 33).

T'he work of Spodek & Saracho (1988) on the practical knowledge of early childhood
practitioners also accentuates the value driven nature of teachers' practical knowledge.
They note a 'moral’ dimension within such knowledge ‘based upon differing notions of the
cood, the true, and the beautiful, which cannot be derived from childhood development

theory” (op.cit.: 71). The thought processes of early childhood teachers, for example,

comprise both 'scientific concepts' related to the processes of education (such as learning
theories) and 'value beliefs' which are concerned with the products of education and are
based upon ‘moral judgements and social expectations’ (ibid.). Moreover, teachers
implicit theories are more often ‘opportunistic’ and ‘rooted in a form of personal practical

knowledge’ rather than being “grounded in reliable knowledge of child development and

learning theory’ (Spodek, 1988: 168).

Elliott proposes that the
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problem of standards in our schools might be at least partially due to the
persistence of well-established, highly routinised and unquestioned

“common sense’”’ approaches which are deeply rooted in the traditional “craft
culture” of teachers (1993a: 35).

Some of the early research on teacher thinking bears this out. This research indicates that
teachers tend to routmise' practice, are guided by unconscious processes and entrenched
assumptions, and are mainly propelled to conscious decision making only when under
threat, with 1ssue of maintenance and management being their primary concern (Clark &
Peterson, 1980; Shavelson & Stern, 1981; Clark & Yinger, 1979, 1977). The routinisation
process 1s apparently prevalent enough for researchers in this ficld to describe
interactive teaching primarily as ‘carrying out a routine’ (Shavelson & Stern, 1981:
484). 1f teachers teel compelled to alter this routine during a teaching activity, research
reveals that teachers apparently tend ‘not to critically evaluate the alternatives: rather
they sought confirmation for their choice’ (op.cit.: 487). Mitchell & Marland also
highlight evidence which shows that much of teachers' interactive thinking appears to

be 'unplanned' and an ‘automatic, routine response’ (1989: 127).

T'raditional research on teacher thinking has also drawn attention to the role attributions
and heuristics play in teacher cognition. Due to 'information-processing limitations'
teachers employ attributions and heuristics to assist them in the decision-making
process (Shavelson & Stern, 1981). Shavelson & Stern explain that ‘information is
selected and integrated by teachers to reach a judgment or make a decision, in part, on
the basis of a few heuristics and their attributions’ (op.cit.: 473). Researchers have
suggested that “the most important beliefs that teachers have about students are those
that deal with teachers' perceptions of the causes of students' behavior or, in other
words, teachers' attributions for the causes of students' performance’ (Clark & Peterson,
1986: 281). Teachers also employ heuristics which are ‘implicit rules that people are
unaware of and use in complex tasks in order to select information, classify objects or
persons, or revise their knowledge’ (Shavelson & Stern, 1981: 469). The
representativeness heuristic’, for example, may involve pupil categorisation ‘by judging
the similarity between the attributes of the person ... and the attributes of the category’
(op.cit.: 473). Thus, “when a description of a student matches the stereotype of a slow
learner even if the description is unreliable, incomplete or outdated, people often predict

with high certainty that the student is a slow learner’ (ibid.). The causal inferences that
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practitioners make in their practice and the well-known evidence of teachers'
mismatching task with ability (Gipps, 1992) indicate serious misdirections in teacher's

everyday thinking.

Overall, the research literature implies that practitioners need to question their personal
practical knowledge base and expose unreflective, habitual practice. There 1s also
evidence of inconsistencies between espoused beliefs and actual practice which gives
further credence for teachers to examine the thinking behind their actions (Fang, 1996;
Argyris & Schon, 1980). Hargreaves & Fullan support a method of teacher
development that can ‘establish opportunities for teachers to confront the assumptions
and beliefs underlying their practices’ (1992: 5). With Goodson, Hargreaves also warns
of the danger of practical knowledge becoming 'parochial knowledge' and propose that
teachers ‘review, renew and reflect on 1t’ (Hargreaves & Goodson, 1996: 13). In a
stmilar fashion, a research review by Isenberg has led her to claim that ‘teachers' ability
to make conscious, Interactive decisions; to articulate their theories and beliefs about
practice; and to reflect on their practice 1s an important determinant of exemplary
teaching”™ (1990: 325). Such a process 1s not unfamiliar to teachers since research on
teacher thinking reveals that practitioners are already ‘researchers on their own teaching
cffectiveness’ (Clark & Peterson, 1986: 293) as they look back on their practice and reflect

upon 1its success or otherwise.

The Reflective Practitioner

The 1dea of a 'reflective practitioner' 1s now ‘firmly embedded in the discourse of
professional educators’ (Edwards, 1994), although Zeichner warns that some traditions of
reflective teaching ‘uncritically advocate reflection for the sake of reflection’ (1994: 17).
Elsewhere, he wrtes that retlection has become something of an 'educational slogan' that
‘lacks sufticient conceptual elaboration and programmatic strength’ (Liston & Zeichner,
1987: 2). Edwards (1994) makes the important point that reflection ‘cannot be assumed to
happen automatically’ nor ‘left to chance’. It 1s necessary that such practice should be
‘planned or and enacted 1n a conscious and deliberate manner’ (ibid.). It has been
proposed that ‘regular systematic reflection ... following an active experience serves to

facilitate the cognitive restructuring process needed to integrate new learnings with old
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patterns of thought’ (Oja, 1991: 51). Boud & Walker further note that 'learning from
experience' can be ‘prompted by systematic reflection’ (1993: 85). Action research 1s

offered as a means by which reflection can acquire the focus and direction 1t needs.

Dewey (1933) said that reflective thinking 't'mpels’ us into inquiry and action research can
provide the context for this inquiry. It can carry the reflection process a step further into an
active and deeper level, providing 1t with sufficient strength, structure and purpose, beyond
mere contemplation into an active investigation. It provides a practical agenda as Liston &

Zeichner describe:

It 1s ... important to recognise that the self-reflective cycles of plan, act,
observe, and reflect, occur naturally in the work of teachers. The difference
1s that in action research teachers conduct these activities more carefully and
systematically than they normally would, and with somewhat more of a
focus on particular 1ssues over a period of time (1990: 246).

Tripp also distinguishes between casual reflection and action research in that the latter 1s
‘conscious and deliberate, a characteristic that leads to “‘strategic action™ (1990: 159).
Action research can make retlective teaching a meaningful and realistic practice. It turns
what 1s otherwise an overwhelming multitude of thoughts and feelings about a myriad of
educational acts mto something that is both purposeful and perhaps more importantly,
manageable, for the harmed teacher. Since learning 1s considered to be 'goal-orientated’
and incorporates the organisation of experience (Shuell, 1986), the focus and design action
research can bring suggests it to be almost a natural learning process for practitioners.
Clark's work on teacher thinking has led him to believe that adult development is more
likely to succeed 1t 1t offers a context in which teachers can ‘become designers of their own

personal programmes ot self-directed professional development’ (1992: 75).

Action research may provide such a programme for reflection but Zeichner also argues
that we still need to “focus our attention on what kind of reflection teachers are
engaging 1in’ (1994. 18). Practitioners may adopt the practice of systematic reflection
through action research, but the retlective process would need to be sufficiently robust
and penetrating to ensure ingrained convictions and entrenched practices deemed
inappropriate are uprooted successfully. Critical thinking, therefore, 1s widely promoted

in the literature as the most etfective means of ensuring quality practice. The next
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section draws attention to the notion of critical thinking and posits the idea that in order

to develop ettective education, critically reflective practitioners are required.

Cultivating a Critical Mind

Candy writes that “historically, critical thinking 1s one of the most highly esteemed
goals in education’ (1991: 328). Whilst critical thinking might be a 'valued educational
ideal’ (Candy, op.cit.), there 1s less agreement as to what this might entail. This debate is
explored more extensively in chapter five. At this point it is sufficient to note that many
difterent torms or levels of reflective thinking have been identified within the literature (for
example, Morrison, 1995; Louden, 1991; Liston & Zeichner, 1990; Pollard & Tann, 1987;
Schon, 1983; van Manen, 1977). Gore's (1987) review differentiates between the
technocratic ornientation' and the ‘critical orientation’.  She notes, for example,
Crutkschank's more technical approach which restricts the focus of reflection upon pre-
specified goals, whilst Zeichner offers a more 'robust interpretation' that does not limit
itself to the immediate setting and simple proficiency, but also looks at the wider context of
practice and ethical and political 1ssues. The literature on reflection mostly cautions for

the need to ensure that critical reflective practice is promoted and not 'mere’ reflection.

Similar warnings abound in the writing on action research. There is a ‘common
assumption that action research involves teachers inquiring in order to develop a richer
understanding an improved practice’ (Noffke, 1997: 309). However, there are widespread
differences in the purposes, nature and conduct of the research. McTaggart writes that it is
sometimes difficult to ‘distinguish authentic action research from the miscellancous array
of research types that fall under the descriptor “action research™ (1997b: 1). Moreover, a
variety of epistemology and philosophical traditions have been drawn upon by different

authors to locate action research in a theoretical context such as Aristotelian ethics (Carr &
Kemmis, 1986); critical social science (Kincheloe, 1993a); Deweyian philosophy (Ross,
1992); personal construct theory (Zuber-Skerritt, 1992) and Gadamer's hermeneutics
(Ellott, 1993b). Within various conceptions, distinctions have been drawn between the
style, depth and character of action research, essentially between technical, practical and

emancipatory levels (Zuber-Skerritt, 1996; Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Grundy, 1982).
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This study 1s mostly concerned with the practical and emancipatory forms of action
research which supposedly imbue practitioners with a more critical consciousness. It 1s
Interested 1n discovering how action research might answer the call for practitioners to
question their thinking about their practice and to transform an ‘individual's deeper

structures of sedimented knowledge’ (Sanger, 1990: 175) bringing about an

awakening into a stream of consciousness where suddenly the familiar daily
routines of protessional practice become discordant symbols of the conflicts

that exist between articulated (surface) and unarticulated (deep) levels of
knowing (1bid.).

In order to disturb a practitioner's ‘bedrock of calcified expernience and understanding’
(1bid.), cntical thinking 1s called upon through the generation of questions, analyses and
evaluations. According to Apple, cntical thinking ‘seeks to illuminate the problematic
character of the common-sense reality most of us take for granted’ (quoted in Smyth,
1991: 44). For the reflection process to truly challenge, it needs to ‘raise doubts about
what, under ordinary circumstances, appears to be effective or wise practice’ (Tom, 1985:
35). It demands that there be an element of experimentation. It moves beyond technical
concerns of productivity and proficiency to consider the process and outcome and the
means and the ends (Elhott, 1983). The intention 1s not only to seek finite answers or
solutions but also to deepen awareness and understanding of the educational process.
Instead of simple problem-solving, it becomes a question of problem-setting or
'problematising’ as Smyth (1991) calls 1t. It 1s a process by which the educational setting 1s
considered problematic and therefore needs to be questioned. Moreover, ‘reflection,

critical awareness, or enlightenment on 1ts own 1s isufficient - 1t must be accompanied by

action’ (Smyth, 1984: 63).

It 1s claimed that action research can help practitioners to ‘critically ... [appraise] ... the
adequacy of the concepts, beliefs, assumptions and values incorporated in prevailing
theortes’ (Carr & Kemmis, 1986: 115). It provides a context for the practitioner to
confront habitual practice that 1s guided by 'theories of control' or rules of action' that have
become routinely established and go unchallenged (Day, 1984). Action research is
intended to be a deeply questioning process which ‘improves practice by developing the
practitioner's capacity for discrimination and judgement in particular, complex, human

situations ... [Informing] professional judgement’ (Elliott, 1991a: 52). Effectively, it is a



process of ‘wise and prudent deliberation’ (Carr & Kemmis, 1986: 31) leading to the

development of 'practical wisdom' (Elliott, 1991a).

It 1s this 'practical wisdom' or the process of what Carr & Kemmis (1986) refer to as
becoming critical' with which this dissertation is ultimately concerned. Not only is it
Interested 1n evaluating the impact of action research on practitioners' thinking, but it is
also Intent on discovering the ways in which action research fosters more critical thinkers.
This study's investigation of the cognitive consequences of action research hopes to make

an 1mportant contribution to both the fields of teacher thinking and action research.

Research on Teacher Thinking and Action Research

In this chapter I have proposed that action research is a suitable vehicle for 'high quality’
professional development and one that is most likely to succeed given its compatibility
with those traits deemed necessary to ensure meaningful and worthwhile change. Within
this framework of rationale, I have drawn particular attention to the importance of
practitioner thinking in determining the quality of practice and noted the potential of action
research to influence and develop this thinking, and in particular to promote critical
retlection, thereby modifying misguided practice and inaugurating more worthwhile
educational provision. Here I locate my own research study within the wider literature
and the contribution it can make to our understanding of how teachers think in practice and

how this thinking might be transformed through action research.

It 1s suggested that action research is ‘now established as an important and influential
movement” (Elliott & Sarland, 1995: 384) and ‘action research for professional
development 1s a frequently heard maxim’ (Cohen et al, 2000: 228). Much of the
published works on action research comprise practical guides (for example, Altrichter et
al, 1993; Elliott, 1991a; McKernan, 1991; McNiff, 1988) or encompass epistemological
issues, philosophical accounts and debates on issues arising from its conduct (for
example, Johnston & Proudford, 1994; Winter, 1987; Carr & Kemmis, 1986: Elliott,
1985b; Holly, 1984). Cochran-Smith & Lytle (1993) refer to this literature as
conceptual research'. They locate a second category of 'empirical research’ which

comprises actual accounts of action research. These include official research projects
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(for example, Somekh, 1991a; Webb, 1990; Ebbutt & Elliott, 1985) and compilations of
increasingly 'rich and detailed accounts' (Noffke & Stevenson, 1995) drawn from an

international base (for example, Atweh et al, 1998; Carson & Sumara, 1997:

Hollingsworth 1997; O'Hanlon, 1996a; Noftke & Stevenson, 1995).

Opinions difter in the literature about whether the empirical accounts that exist are
sufficient to support the grandiose claims made in action research's name. Grundy &
Kemmis have maintained that there is ‘plenty of evidence in print and in people to
justity a claim for action research based on performance rather than promise’ (1988:
331). Zeichner adds that ‘the evidence overwhelmingly indicates that action research
has been successtul [in the] development of individual practitioners’ and that ‘there is
little doubt that teachers find it enormously valuable intellectually and that they feel 1t
enhances the quality of their teaching” (1993b: 203). Elliott & Sarland (1995), however,
consider that relatively few wholly empirical accounts exist. Their views are shared by
King & Lonnquist (1994) who maintain that the research base, albeit growing, is still
tairly small', and Huberman who contends that ‘the claims made in the [action research]
literature go well beyond the evidence’ (1996: 127). The quality of the case study

material available has also been questioned by Adelman (1989).

Moreover, Zeichner warns that ‘much of the references in the literature to the value of
teacher research are anécdotal and are not the result of systematic and intentional
exploration of teachers' experiences’ (1998: 6). He also points out that ‘there are
relatively tfew cases where the professional development aspects of teachers research
have been systematically studied by those other than the persons conducting the

research’ (op.cit.: 13). Interestingly, he quotes the work of the PiP Project as an

example of research studies that have addressed these issues. Like the PiP Project, this

study 1s an attempt to 'systematically and intentionally explore' teachers' research.

Nottke & Zeichner also report that ‘in almost every report of an action research project,
claims are made by researchers and/or facilitators about the value of action research in
promoting changes in teacher thinking’ (quoted in King & Lonnquist, 1994: 12). Yet
King & Lonnquist make the pertinent point that ‘what this process looks like ... is not
well documented” (1992: 19). This study seeks to clarify what these changes in thinking

mignt be. In this way 1t hopes to fill a gap in the action research literature of the
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qualitative transformations action research can bring about in practitioners' thinking.
Publications that relate to the crnitical reflective process of action research are largely
philosophical accounts (for example, Kincheloe, 1991; Nias, 1991; van Manen, 1990:
Carr & Kemmis, 1986). Most of the reported studies on action research tend only to
discuss the impact of action research on practitioner's thinking in generic terms.
Blanket references are usually made, for example, to the way in which action
researchers have developed a critical perspective towards their practice (for example,
Vulliamy & Webb, 1991; Kemmis, 1987) with only minor details as to what this
encompasses. For example, some of Dadds' research refers to the 'cognitive' impact of
action research as ‘perceptions, understanding and attitudes took on a new shape and
torm” (1993a: 240); whilst Ovens refers to the 'intellectual' impact of action research in
terms of ‘changes in thought and action’ involving ‘change in a large number of
interrelated 1tems of belief, knowledge, action, perception, value and awareness’ (1993:
220). Those accounts that do specifically address the relationship between action
research and teacher thinking (for example, Liston & Zeichner, 1990; Noffke &
Zeichner, 1987, Oja & Pine, 1987; Day, 1984; Oja & Ham, 1984) are not extensive

studies and there 1s undoubtedly a place for further work in this area.

Furthermore, a review of the literature suggests few attempts have been made to relate
practitioner research to the work being done in the field of adult development. This
research study draws upon some of the leading theories that have been generated in an
attempt to understand adult development more clearly. At the same time it hopes to
make some empirical contribution to the work on adult learning. Merriam & Caffarella
(1991) note that there is very little evidence for most of the theories on adult learning
such as Mezirow's work. Mezirow (1991a) himself refers to the wide gap between
theories of adult learning and the realities of practice. There may also be useful lessons
to be learned from recent scientific advances in our understanding of how the mind
works and how this research might relate to the way action research impacts upon
cognition. This study therefore pursues some of the links between its findings and

theories of adult development and cognitive science.

T'he research presented here moves away from much of the early work on teacher
thinking that was derived from information processing traditions. This initial research

on teacher thinking used mostly experimental, process-product psychological research
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models based 1n laboratory settings. This has led to criticisms for being 'cybemetic', for
being merely 'descriptive' and 'unproductive', for 1gnoring the social and institutional
contexts of teaching, for providing a 'restricted and partial account’ of teacher thinking
and for viewing teacher thinking as linear and rational rather than as creative, interactive
and complex, and for seecing teachers as 'decision-makers' rather than 'sense-makers'
(Day & Hadfield, 1996; Calderhead, 1993; Ross et al, 1992a; Buchmann, 1990;
Lowyck, 1990; Mitchell & Marland, 1989; Clark, 1986; Clark & Peterson, 1986;
Shulman, 1986).

Increasingly, educators have begun to make their own contribution to the field of
teacher thinking and my own research forms part of this process. The focus of teacher
thinking research has broadened to include considerations of the situated and social
context of teacher thinking and personal influences on teacher development. This
inquiry answers the call for ‘more qualitative data gathering processes’ in research on
teacher thinking which recognises the ‘complexity of the phenomena to be studied’ and
encompasses a more ‘holistic view of teacher as person’ (Day et al, 1990: 2). It also
answers the call tor research on teacher thinking to be ‘of value to practitioners and the
participants within the research’ (op.cit.: 3). Elliott (1993b) has made a similar appeal
tor research 1nto teacher thinking to adopt a more 'practical interest' that actively seeks
to 'develop' teachers' thinking. Similar sentiments are expressed by Clark & Lampert
who claim the need for research on teacher thinking to ‘understand practice rather than
to dictate practice” (1986: 30). This study represents a strand of teacher thinking
research identified by Day & Hadfield that adopts a 'critical' approach in that it is
‘directly concermmed with teacher improvement through moving through a cycle of
reconnaissance, mnvestigation, experiment and evaluation’ (1996: 162; also Pope, 1993).

They label such an approach 'action research’.

Investigating Pedagogical Intelligence

Since the self-reflective or self-evaluative aspect 1s arguably the most crucial part of the
action research cycle, [ believe there 1s a real need to clarify the 'cognitive journey' upon
which action researchers embark which can help to 1dentify the actual transformations

that are intended to take place. A clearer path needs to be forged between the idealistic
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presumptions action research makes about developing a critical frame of mind and what
this actually entails for the practitioner. This may be possible through an investigation
of practitioners' 'landscape of consciousness' (Bruner, 1986). This study hopes to
provide a firmer indication of action research's potential in probing the practitioner's

mind leading them to new depths in a critical analysis of their practice and the

development of what Rubin (1989) calls 'pedagogical intelligence'.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE RESEARCH CONTEXT AND DESIGN

The Research Context

This study 1s partly drawn from a research project based at Goldsmiths' College entitled
Principles into Practice: Improving the Quality of Children's Early Learning (hereafter
'PiP") that took place between 1993 and 1997. A brief description of this project
provides a context for my own research. The P1P Project comprised three phases, the
first involving an extensive survey of current early years provision in England and
Wales. Although essentially a statistical review of the nature and quality of provision,
level of resourcing and the qualifications of early years practitioners, this survey,
conducted via questionnaires, also elicited some narrative views from experienced
practitioners on what constitutes a quality early years education. The second phase ot
the project was of a more qualitative dimension and attention was directed to the means
of improving quality in practice by providing opportunities for the promotion of the
professional development for all adults working with children under eight in a vanety ot
carly years settings. Action research was selected as an appropriate procedure through
which to facilitate continuing professional development by enabling practitioners to
investigate the principles that guide their practice and evaluate and improve upon that
practice. The third and final phase of the PiP Project was largely concerned with
dissemination of findings to a variety of audiences as well as the development of action

research-based guidelines for improving practice.

Data generated from this project has not yet been fully analysed although 1nitial findings
have highlighted some important insights into the current state of early years education
in England and Wales as well as indications ot the effectiveness of action research as a
potential strategy for enhancing the quality of this provision (Blenkin & Kelly, 1997;

Burgess-Macey & Rose, 1997; Blenkin, Rose & Yue, 1996; Kelly & Rose, 1996;
Edwards & Rose, 1994).
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The rationale behind the project team's choice of action research as a suitable method
tor etfecting real improvement in the daily practice of early years practitioners has been
documented elsewhere (Blenkin & Kelly, 1997; Blenkin et al, 1995). The grounds for
advocating action research were borne out by the findings of a pilot study conducted in
the first phase (Blenkin & Kelly, 1997; Edwards & Rose, 1994). Here a small number
of practitioners from different early years settings in the London area found sufficient
success 1n carrying out action research in their practice for the project team to introduce
action research on a wider scale as part of the second phase. 1 was one of the pilot
action researchers at that time before joining the PiP Project as a Research Associate in

the second phase.

[t 1s upon the second phase of the PiP Project that my own research is based. In this
phase a series of action research case studies were conducted in over one hundred
institutions in and around the London area with the cooperation and financial support of
local education authorities. These varying settings ranged from local playgroups to day
nurseries to primary schools, the vast majority being from the state-maintained sector.
It mnvolved a large number of practitioners working with children under eight holding
difterent qualifications and training including playgroup leaders, classroom assistants,
nursery nurses and teachers (hence the use of the term practitioner rather than teacher).
The P1P Project was fundamentally concerned with the early years of education and the
team believed their research would have some important contributions to make to this

area of education as well as to the field of action research.

I'he next few sections provide some details of the participants, the research procedures,

my own research role in the P1P Project and the types of data generated.

Research Procedures

Many ot the first practitioners to join the PiP Project were selected by a local authority
contact within each of the seven boroughs (usually an inspector or member of the
advisory team). Other practitioners were invited to join at dissemination and

information meetings arranged in the various boroughs after the second phase had
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formally begun. Whether practitioners were initially selected or not, 1t was made clear
that no practitioner would be under obligation to participate and the PiP team operated
along the principles of 'informed consent' (Cohen et al, 2000; Kelly, 1989).
[nvolvement was therefore voluntary and all were given an opportunity to make a
personal choice about undertaking action research. With the exception of one or two
cases, all those invited agreed to take part and commit themselves to a period of about

one to two years.

The P1P team tried to avoid some of the pitfalls encountered by other externally initiated
projects which have held prespecified agendas and unequal power relationships between
the research team and research participants (Johnston & Proudford, 1994). Every effort
was made to give the practitioners self-control over the research process with a member
of the project team fulfilling whatever role was required to help the participants to
become self-sufficient action researchers. Although guidance was given on the action
research cycle, no formal or rigid programme was imposed on the participants. The
only stipulation given was that the participants endeavour to examine their principles of
practice. The practitioners were also given free choice over which aspect (based on
some guiding principle) of their practice to investigate and the manner in which they
wished to do this. Explicit authorisation was acquired via a contract that was signed
between each participant and a project director setting out the expectations and rights of
each party and taking into account, where possible, ethical considerations such as data

usage.

Overall, the P1P team endeavoured to provide a safe and supportive environment for the
practitioners to operate within, giving ownership of the research to the participants and
creating contexts for group meetings in which the teachers could share their work, enjoy
intellectual challenge and stimulation and gain emotional support. In this way the PiP
Project closely mirrored procedures Zeichner (1998) claims are necessary for successful

teacher research.

The research team worked mainly with individual practitioners, although the
cooperation of other members of staff was actively encouraged and, indeed, often
incorporated. In one of the boroughs the entire early years team within each setting

became directly involved from the outset. A member of the project team, in the role of
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a research partner, worked closely with a new group of practitioners every term visiting
each setting at regular two week intervals for a full term. The research partners also
usually wvisited each practitioner's classroom during working hours to familiarise

themselves with the context and setting.

Each participant recelved a minimum of six visits during this intensive phase. After this
period, the practitioner continued the research independently with occasional visits from
the research partner on a half-termly and then termly basis for the remaining part of the
project. The research partner also helped with the organmisation of termly and/or half-
termly network meetings within and across the boroughs, which provided additional

support, along with dissemination opportunities.

Typically, the initial meeting was spent giving any necessary clarification of the action
research process. No specific action research model was adopted by the P1P team but it
was described as ‘a continuous cycle in which you select an area of your practice to
ivestigate, collect evidence about 1t, retlect on the evidence, then develop new 1deas
and act upon these 1deas’ (P1P Project Leaflet B). The definition offered by Zuber-

Skerrit best describes the style of action research promoted by the P1P Project:

Action research ... 1s a learning process, an ongoing spiral of cycles of
enquiry consisting of systematic planning, acting, observing and
reflecting. [t 1s not a static, but a dynamic, process of experiential learning
consisting of a dialectic between theory and practice, abstract

generalisations and concrete experiences, observation and action (1992:
121).

Several information leaflets were produced to elucidate the process and included helpful
suggestions on ways of selecting a focus, collecting and evaluating evidence and
changing practice. The role of the research partner and network meetings was also
explained at the first meeting and included discussion on the selected focus, possible
ways of getting started including advice on data gathering techniques. The participants
were asked to write a brief summary of their understanding of action research mainly to
help ensure comprehension and 'shared meaning' of the process both for the practitioner
and research partner's benefit. They were also asked to write a short outline of their
intended research area including their reasons for selecting this focus, their perceptions

of current practice and the ways in which they hoped to improve upon 1t. Often this
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provided some helpful 1deas for beginning the research and for initiating the reflective

Process.

Usually the research meetings took place during the practitioner's own time such as the
lunch hour or after school hours, lasting about an hour; although some practitioners
were given release time by their head teacher. Once the research had begun, the regular
meetings between the researcher and research partner followed a fairly standard pattern.
The practitioners would talk about what they had been doing for the research during the
previous two weeks and share any data gathered leading to an evaluative discussion of
the data. Before the end of the meeting the research partner would ensure the
practitioners had a clear i1dea of what they wanted to do in the next two weeks for the
research. This gave the practitioners a manageable goal to work towards so that the
research did not become too overwhelming, distracting or confusing. The research
partners performed an important and necessary role i helping to facilitate the action

research process as amplified in the next section.

The Role of the Research Partner

[n action research terminology, the facilitator of the research process 1s commonly
known as a 'critical friend'. However, this term was deliberately avoided by the Project
team due to the negative connotations of the term 'critical' and the implication that we
would be there to judge the practitioners’ work. In calling ourselves research partners
the Project team intended to portray a more open and democratic tone that would
facilitate a non-hierarchical and collaborative relationship and reduce any mmplicit
power relations. Zuber-Skerritt (1996) has made an important distinction between a
facilitator that acts as an 'outside expert' and one that operates as a 'process moderator’.
In the former case, a dependency relationship 1s established and is usually assoctated
with a technical form of action research, whilst the latter encourages equality and

empowerment as practitioners embark upon a self-critique of their practice.

The kind of relationship fostered by the PiP Project echoes the kind of principles of
partnership proposed by Grundy and others (Grundy, 1998), entailing a democratic

relationship with joint responsibility and striving for trust and understanding of each
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others' perspectives. It 1s true, however, that 1t may not have resulted 1n a 'genuine'
research partnership. Grundy (1998) highlights the difficulties of achieving this despite
good 1ntentions as 1t may not be entirely possible within an academic initiated scheme to
eliminate the notion of 'outside expert' and potential inequalities that may arise,
particularly in the light of the facilitator's role of promoting critical dialogue. Despite
these problems the P1P team members strove to create an egalitarian relationship with
the participants and were assisted by the parity of their professional history. All the
research partners were themselves experienced early years practitioners which eased the
path of access and acceptance. For my own part [ had ‘come straight out of the
classroom’ (Somekh, 1991b: 108). Such ‘'shared membership' (Miller & Glassner,
1997) helped to eliminate some of the traditional barriers between 'tvory tower
academic and practising teacher. That the P1P team managed to create an atmosphere of
equality 1s reflected 1n this nursery nurse researcher's statement: “7 was taken on as an
equal” (AH/CR/QU/4). Another participant commented: "You were on our side all the
time which I think made a lot of difference. It helped us because we felt as if you were

our friend and not somebody that was judging us. You weren't criticising us”

(SD/CR/IV/12).

As 1n other action research projects, the research partner in the PiP Project had a
shifting role' (Somekh, 1991b) which took on both 'expressive' and 'instrumental’ forms
(Holly, 1984). The multifunctional nature of the research partner 1s evident from some
of the observations made by the participants in the evaluation questionnaires they
completed for the project. Here practitioners were asked about the ways in which they
had been supported by the research partners from the project team. From their

responses it 1s possible to discern three major dimensions to the role noted above.

The first of these was the furnishing of emotional support. Almost without exception
the practitioners talked expressively in terms of the encouragement and reassurance they
had received from the research partners. They were propelled by the "genuine interest”,
the "sympathy”, the "recognition of achievement”, the "praise” and the "enthusiasm”

imparted by the research partners which increased their confidence and motivation.

Practical assistance was a second supporting role acknowledged by the participants with

the research partner acting as a friendly advisor to help participants to get started and,
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where necessary, 1nitiate them into data gathering techniques. In particular, the
practitioners spoke of the way they were helped to have direction and focus with

gutdance on "realistic targets"” or "mini-goals” to work towards.

The third activity highlighted by the researchers was the partner's role in the shared
evaluation process as a "listener” and a "catalyst for ideas”. They talked in terms of the
partner “raising questions”, "extending thoughts" and "clarifying thoughts”, helping to
create "another viewpoint” and "diversity of opinion”. This was perhaps the most
important, and continuous, function for the research partner as both an audience and
participant 1n the discussion of the research and the data that was generated. The
dialogic role was intended to stimulate the practitioner to pose questions and evaluate
the meaning and significance of their research, to act as a 'sounding-board' (Carr &
Kemmuis, 1980), provide 'alternative perspectives' (Mezirow, 1991a), 'check against bias'
(Day, 1999) and generally help to forge a way forward for further exploration. In

essence, the research partner helped to make the practitioners' thinking more explicit, to

challenge understanding and generally to contribute to the ‘learning climate of the

research enterprise’ (Dadds, 1993b: 298).

The equitable style of exchange between practitioner and partner has been described as
'symmetrical communication’ (Zuber-Skerritt, 1996) and 'genuine dialogue' (Somekh,
1991b). As such, the research partner had to tread carefully not to impose ‘externally
dertved theories of understanding’ (Elliott, 1985b: 252) and to strike a balance between
championing selt-development whilst encouraging a focus on the 'intrinsic qualities' of
learning rather than only their 'extrinsic products'. Gore & Zeichner (1991) have
documented the dilemmas that exist for facilitators to maintain ownership of action

research projects whilst endeavouring to elicit a more critical orientation.

T'he research partner's role was also to stimulate independent research. Once the
practitioner had come to grips with the action research cycle, it was hoped that the
collaborative colleagues within the setting would replace whatever functions the
research partner had fulfilled. The research partner intended to provide a framework
through which the practitioners could help and support each other to realise critical self-
awareness and unearth unconscious intentions so that the realities of their practice could

be exposed. Whether or not the practitioners accomplished this is the subject of my
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own study. Day has suggested that a research partner (or what he calls a 'researcher-
consultant') can achieve ‘access to more valid information concerning how teachers

learn and why they change ... and thus teachers' thinking’ (1985: 140).

[t should also be mentioned that the research partners had additional duties to fulfill in
their capacity of Research Associates that were exclusively concerned with the overall
intention of the project, namely to research the researchers. The dual responsibility
towards the practitioners on the one hand and to the project team on the other at times
created uncomfortable dilemmas for the research partners. For example, whilst
advocating free choice and self-control for the researchers, the partners also had to
ensure they fulfilled their obligations to the project such as the provision of evidence of

their research and the completion of questionnaires.

The Research Data

The data generated by the PiP Project were vast and composite. Some were developed
exclusively by the practitioners for their research focus and came largely in the form of
written observations. Every practitioner at some time and in some form conducted
observations of children and sometimes the adults. Usually this evidence included their
evaluations on the data collected and the insights they gained. In addition to written
observational material,- many practitioners supplemented their research by gathering
alternative perspectives ot their practice through the use of video and audio recordings
and photography. The participants were also encouraged (although not all chose to do
sO) to keep a personal journal which often took the form of a chronological account of
plans and activities, as well as a record of self-understanding and growth, as they wrote

about their thoughts and feelings on the developments of the research.

Further data were drawn from the network meetings, which often became helpful
sources for extending the practitioners' contributions to the project. For example, the
researchers often presented and discussed their findings at these gatherings. Records
from these meetings were consolidated into reports. And many participants wrote about

their research for the project's termly newsletter, which was developed as part of the
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networking process to help keep practitioners informed of the project's progress and to

create a written forum for sharing their research.

Each practitioner produced their own unique record of their research and inevitably this
varied in both quality and quantity. Therefore an attempt was also made to elicit a more
standardised review of the practitioners' work through the completion of evaluation
questionnaires (see Appendix B). These asked the participants a range of questions that
ascertained their general experiences and views on action research, but mainly the ways
in which they believed their practice had been improved. This was drawn out through a
conslderation of the beneficial impact of the research on their practice, themselves

personally, the children 1n their care, their colleagues and even the parents.

The research partners provided their own perspective of the practitioners' research
through reports, field notes and reflections on each meeting encompassing 'detailed
analytic memoranda' (Hanrahan, 1998). These included details of what had occurred,
actual quotes from the practitioners and personal views on the developments taking
place. Reflection played an integral part of the data generated by the research partners
since ‘facilitators of teacher-based action research need to be constantly deliberating
about their own practice and its relationship to the nature of the activity they are trying
to facilitate’ (Elliott, 1985b: 259). Elliott calls this 'second order action research’ and
claims that this helps to prevent tacilitators from controlling teachers' thinking and
distorting rather than enabling ‘the processes of first-order action research’ (1bid.,
original emphasis). The research partner's reflections often included considerations of
the action research process, methodological matters and the significance of the
practitioners’ work for evaluating the efficacy of this strategy for improving practice. A
sample of the meetings between the practitioners and research partners were also tape
recorded. Regular project team meetings also produced evidence of the ongoing
discussion on the progress of the project and the many 1ssues this raised. These were In

the form of minutes and reports, often transcribed from tape recordings.

Despite the extent and variety of the data collected, 1t became clear that for the purposes
of my study 1t would be necessary to acquire more penetrating details that were directed
towards my own particular research focus. It would have been inappropriate to have

attempted to ascertain such information during the research meetings since these visits
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were for the benefit of helping the practitioner to progress his’her own research. At the
end of my year's involvement in the project, I therefore decided to conduct one-to-one
recorded interviews with twenty-five of the practitioners with whom I had worked

alongside 1n order to probe their thinking more deeply.

The Research Interviews Data

This study does make some use of the variety of data produced for the PiP Project, but
much of 1t has acted as 'corroboratory evidence' (Nias, 1993). The twenty-five
transcribed 1nterviews form the primary source for my own enquiry since they deal
more specifically with my area of interest: the way in which action research affected the
practitioners’ thinking and whether a critical stance in the reflective process was
generated. They were also considered to be a means of eliciting more elaborate
narratives of the practitioners' experiences. Cortazzi writes that ‘teachers' stories of
their own experiences ... 1s Increasingly being seen as central to the study of teachers'
thinking” (1993: 5). It was hoped that the narrative style of dialogue that interviewing
might generate would not only help the practitioner to 'recreate' the way in which action
research had affected their thinking but also help them to reorganise and reconstruct the

meaning of their experiences (Cortazzi, op.cit.).

The twenty-five researchers were not chosen as a random sample nor were they selected
for any particular or representative characteristic. They are therefore neither intended to
be representative nor purposive, but are simply all those practitioners with whom I was
directed to partner and with whose research I was involved for at least one full term;
although 1n many cases this was for a whole year. Twenty-five seemed both a
sufficient, but not unwieldy, number on which to base my own investigation. All were
approached and each readily agreed to give of their free time to be interviewed and gave
their permission for an evaluation of their experiences for the purpose of this
dissertation. Every effort was made to be sensitive to ethical 1ssues such as

confidentiality and trust (Cohen et al, 2000).

All are drawn from the three boroughs for which I was responsible. These boroughs are

situated 1n the mner and outer south London area, and therefore incorporate a diverse
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SoC10-economic range from inner city scenarios to leafy suburbs. The practitioners were
either nursery nurses or teachers working in a nursery or Reception class within
cighteen different institutions that included infant, primary and nursery schools as well
as a day nursery. In some cases more than one practitioner from each setting was
included in my research. The reasons for this varied. For example, in one case two
part-time teachers both undertook the research, whilst in three of the settings, a nursery
nurse jomned the teacher as a full participant and attended all the research meetings.
Although partnered projects may have involved the same research topic, each
participant played a role in data collection and evaluation and each was personally
affected in their own way. All perspectives were therefore deemed a worthwhile study.
T'he inclusion of more than one person within a setting also provides some interesting

~alternative views on the development of the research that took place.

In an attempt to avoid some of the pitfalls associated with traditional research
Interviewing, | envisaged the interview as a 'speech event' as suggested by Mischler
(1986) and viewed the practitioners as 'conversational partners' (Rubin & Rubin, 1995;
also Woods, 1985). I endeavoured to create 'ordinary discourse' and a conversational
tone that would allow as much reciprocal meaning, common knowledge, shared
assumptions and contextual understandings as were feasible (Mischler, 1986). The kind
of relationship I attempted to foster and the style of interviewing adopted is elaborated

upon 1n the following chapter.

T'he nterviews themselves were semi-structured and were essentially ‘evaluation’
interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). Some structure was necessary to serve my own
research agenda and ease comparability of data responses, but enough flexibility was
allowed to cater for the development of more extensive narrative responses as the
practitioners described their experiences of conducting action research. The questions
acted as a 'guide’ and were grouped according to 'certain themes' (Kvale, 1983), but
centered on how the action research might have affected the participants' thinking and
feelings (see Appendix A). The practitioners were also asked to consider related aspects
such as their views of the terms ‘critical thinking’, ‘reflection’ and ‘professional
development’.  These were asked as part of the process of discovering 'joint
construction of meaning' about the various issues between myself and the various

respondents (Mischler, 1986). In order to avoid misunderstanding and dangers such as
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'leading questions' (Kvale, 1983), the questions themselves were regarded in the

following way:

Rather than serving as a stimulus having a predetermined and presumably
shared meaning and intended to elicit a response, a question may more
usefully be thought of as a circular process through which 1ts meaning and
that of its answer are created in the discourse between interviewer and

respondent as they try to make continuing sense of what they are saying to
cach other (Mischler, 1986: 54).

The questions included main queries to guide the conversation as well as 'probing' and
'follow-up' questions for any necessary elaboration (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). They were
invariably open-ended 1n order to give the respondents 'room to speak' (Mishler, 1986).
[ drew upon prior knowledge and understanding of the interviewee 1n deciding the way
in which the questions ought to be phrased, the order in which to ask them and any
additional probing questions that might have been considered helpful. Flexibility
helped to ensure that the respondents were able to express the reflections of their
experiences and what was considered significant to them. The participants were
encouraged to express any uncertamties about the meaning behind the questions and
contribute their own interpretations so that the exchange was perceived as negotiable
and a 'shared language' developed (Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Mishler, 1986). Any closed
questions were asked to set the context of the 1ssue under discussion. Before every
interview [ reviewed all other data sources from each participant such as personal
journals, reflective field notes and the questionnaires, and 1solated key 1ssues or quotes
that were used as an exploratory stimulus and to supplement the standardised theme-
based questions. I strove to make the questioning process as natural and as sensitive as
possible to suit each interviewee to obtain a ‘more richly nuanced picture’ (Kvale, 1983:
189); 'custom-designed' as 1t were (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). This closely mirrors the
style of questioning followed 1n Nias' (1993) study of primary teachers.

Reflective notes were made following each interview and again after each transcription,
which included my personal views on the ease of 1ts flow and its emotional tone. This
helped to keep the 'social encounter' alive and accommodated some of the dynamic non-
verbal and contextual factors that are lost in recording and transcription (Cohen et al,
2000). The practitioners were also asked for their comments on the interview itself.

Some examples of theirr comments reflect the reasonable success of my intention to
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'empower’ the respondents not only to ‘speak in their own “voices”™ but to ‘facilitate

their efforts to achieve a meaningful understanding of their experiences’ (Mischler,

1986: 118, 135).

In this way, the interviews seem to have been both 'therapeutic' (Oakley, 1981) and an
‘enriching experience' (Kvale, 1983) for some practitioners. It acted as an extended
'tool' for self-reflection (Oakley, 1981), as well as a 'site' for knowledge generation
(Holstein & Gubrium, 1997). The process of inquiring into their own thinking seems to
have helped to clanfy, confirm and/or open up new avenues in almost all the
respondents’ thinking. One respondent said that the interview had "made me reflect a
bit again on what [['ve] been doing and where [I'm] going" (KH/CR/IV/I4) and for
another "there were several questions that make you think in a different way ... about
what we're learning and what we're doing" (CG/CR/IV/I1). One declared that the

interview had "fired me with enthusiasm again. I'm now itching to get on with things"

(SHa/CR/IV/13).

[ transcribed the taped interviews personally thus minimising potential data loss and
distortion (Cohen et al, 2000). Quotes taken from these interviews constitute the bulk of
the evidence presented. Whenever a practitioner 1s quoted directly in this dissertation
an attempt has been made to provide authenticity by referencing the data source. Codes
have been devised to ease the process of data location and include the practitioners'
iitials, the borough 1n which they work, the type of data used and, where relevant, the
page number or date. All practitioners' quotes appear in speech marks and 1talics in

order to distinguish thetr contributions from other texts.

The use of 1llustrative quotes helps to clarify my interpretations of the data material and
provides a level of authenticity allowing the data to 'speak for themselves' (Nias, 1993;
1989a). I have also presented some of this quoted material in the form of small case
studies 1n order to extend the portrayal of practitioners' thinking. I use the term 'case
study' for those occasions when | draw upon more extended excerpts from the data
bank. This has allowed me at times to present a fuller account of the cognitive
transformations that seem to have occurred and derive more 'plausible inferences' about
the patterns within the data (Guba & Lincoln, 1982). These are not comprehensive case

studies and should not be viewed as such. However, the 'case studies' enable me to
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penetrate more deeply the peculiarities of certain practitioners' experiences, whilst also

serving to highlight more clearly similarities between the participants’ thinking

(Stenhouse, 1930).

47



CHAPTER THREE

RESEARCH ORIENTATION

A Research Biography

[t 1s no simple matter to locate my research orientation. My methodology does not fit
neatly mto any of the classical research traditions. In any case, the sharp distinctions
between positivistic and nterpretive traditions or between quantitative and qualitative
research are no longer so clear and 1t may be that ‘no one is nestled firmly in any camp’
(Miles & Huberman, 1988: 233). Moreover, it is no longer a simple question of
addressing typical methodological criteria since concepts such as ‘'validity' and
objectivity' are now a matter for debate. The situation is complicated by the nature of
action research 1tself and the uncertainty of its own place within the different research
traditions. My task was compounded by the lack of an established tradition for second

order action research and potential problems in 'researching research'.

T'o elucidate my research orientation this chapter looks briefly at the notion of action
research as a research methodology as well as the place of my research within the
qualitative tradition. It then goes on to consider various methodological concerns that
might be addressed using the standard frameworks of 'validity’, 'objectivity’ and
‘generalisability’.  Within each of these main sections, the personal perspective [ have
developed on the meaning of these terms in relation to my own research is traced. It
also looks more closely at a range of methodological issues that seemed to merit further
discussion. The final part of the chapter examines the nature of the data analysis and

provides a rationale for the evaluative process of this study.

In place of traditional notions of 'validity', 'objectivity' and 'generalisability’, it may have
been more appropriate to use alternative terms like those developed by Lincoln & Guba
(1985), such as ‘credibility’, 'confirmability’ and 'transferability’.  Certainly, my

preterence lies within a non-positivistic stance towards methodology. However, I have
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deliberately chosen to utilise these terms simply because they are more recognisable and
can be remnterpreted to suit the nature of my study. Acknowledgment must also be made
that, by necessity, I have only confronted methodological issues in a somewhat cursory
way. For the sake of brevity it has not been possible to provide a history of, or recreate,
the ongoing discussion on the nature of educational research. Whilst recognising that
such matters are still largely unresolved, I can give only a brief exposition of my own

views drawing on the philosophy and experiences of others to give them credence.

It 1s also worth noting that much of this chapter is effectively a 'research biography’
which ‘recounts [reflexively] the processes, problems, choices, and errors’ of my
tieldwork (Ball, 1993: 46). Before turning to the broader methodological debates, it
seems appropriate to reflect more specifically on my personal research biography. 1
realise that the questions I have asked in the pursuit of this study and its whole raison
d'étre are implicitly political, as Roman & Apple suggest (1990). My choice of topic
can be traced to my life history and the way in which my views have been affected by
my circumstances and status as a white, middle-class female. Many of my experiences
resonate with those of Walker's (1995) and I am most conscious of the roots for this
study lymng in my experiences in South Africa where [ lived for ten years during the
years of my secondary and tertiary education. [ have no doubt that the narrow and
blatant propaganda of the education system which emphasised passive absorption of
state-controlled knowledge led me to develop an interest in the importance of critical
thinking. We were not encouraged to question, merely taught to recite; no doubt
creating a yearning in me for my own children to encounter a critical education that I
was dented. At the same time the oppressive politico-economic injustices within the

apartheid system mfluenced a strong interest in empowerment and emancipatory ideals.

My recent advent into motherhood and accompanying desires to ensure my son and
daughter are given every opportunity to enhance their potential, have only strengthened
a genuine concern to ensure that educational provision is of the highest quality possible
during this crucial part of any child's life. Following the work of Habermas (1972), the
nterest’ directing my research was partly 'practical' in the sense of hoping to understand
and make sense of the phenomena under study, but it was 'emancipatory' in the sense of

an ultimate desire for social justice and the improvement of children's education through
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the practice of action research and the development of more critical frames of mind in

practitioners.

Other intluences on my research orientation include a disposition towards a post-
modernist perspective in the sense of rejecting apparent secure representations of reality
and notions of certainty about the educational world and the findings that [ draw from it
(Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994). Yet [ recognise the value of adopting seemingly
positivistic practical techniques that can help to structure and inform research and
enhance its credibility. No doubt part of my attraction to action research arises from its
characteristics of ‘collaborative, subjective, personal and tentative ways of knowing
which are compatible with feminist ideology’ (Johnston & Proudford, 1994: 13). [ am
also persuaded by the constructivists in that I have developed ‘emergent designs and
cmergent understandings’” (Denzin, 1994: 502) and that such understanding was
'socially constructed' (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 1 also support aspects of the critical

theorists’ emancipatory and praxis orientated notions of research (Lather, 1991).

Despite potential accusations of eclecticism or incoherence (Shulman would call it a
hybrid design’, 1986), I am reluctant to locate myself firmly within a particular
paradigm. Instead I have been guided by different elements of various methodological
perspectives.  Denzin considers such a 'multiple’ approach an acceptable and
increasingly common phenomenon in research circles and believes that any qualitative
researcher can be ‘more than one thing at the same time’ (1994: 512). Hargreaves
likewise believes that ‘eclecticism can sometimes forge creative connections across
paradigms and push the boundaries of understanding further’ (1995a: 10). [ have

therefore followed Miles & Huberman's advice that

researchers should pursue their work, be open to an ecumenical blend of
epistemologies and procedures, and leave the grand debate to those who
care most about 1t (1988: 223).

Action Research as a Research Methodology

[ am less concerned with a defence of action research as a research methodology than I

am with a rationale for my own investigation into how the process of conducting action
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research affects those who undertake 1t. Yet some defence of action research 1is
necessary since part of my methodology involved taking on an action research stance
and because the data being investigated arose from the context of action research studies

by the participants.

There have been some attempts to champion action research as a research technique or
as an 'alternative paradigm' (Elliott, 1991a). Cohen et al write of action research as a
‘flexible, situationally responsive methodology that offers rigour, authenticity and
voice’ (2000: 241), whilst Somekh refers to action research as a ‘radical research
methodology which challenges the assumptions and status of traditional research’
(1995: 347). The literature ranges from addressing i1ssues such as 'validity' in action

research to the advocation of its practice in place of formal educational research
(Feldman, 1994; Altrichter, 1993; McFee 1993; Elhott, 1991b; Watkins, 1991; Winter,
1987; Carr & Kemmis, 1986).

One of the most powerful arguments 1n favour of action research lies in its "practical
compatibility' or 'pragmatic orientation', playing as it does an active part in the everyday
practice of practitioners (Somekh, 19935; Feldman, 1994). Conventional research 1s
criticised for its passivity, for being 1gnored by and considered irrelevant to teachers
with little 1impact on practice, as well as for being implicitly undemocratic mn 1its
application (for example, Elhott, 1988; Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Hustler et al, 1986;
Stenhouse, 1975). What distinguishes action research from other forms of educational
research claims Elhott (1997) 1s its 'transformative intentions'. Carr & Kemmis, in
particular, have developed a treatise which endorses action rescarch as a distinct
research paradigm. They refer to this as a ‘critical educational science' which 1s
‘directed at the fransformation of educational practices, the educational understandings
and educational values of those involved in the process, and the social and 1nstitutional
structures which provide frameworks for their actions’ (1986: 156, original emphasis).
[t 1s research 'in and for education' rather than 'on or about education' (ibid., original
emphasis). Blenkin et al, drawing on Elhiott and Stenhouse, extend this point further
when they write that “action research 1s not something teachers do on, or even for, their

practice; 1t 1s what they do as their practice’ (1992: 120, original emphasis).
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Some writers, such as Githin et al (1993) also contest that 1t 1s only through action
research that educational research can suitably achieve goals of emancipatory change.
They point out that such 'educative research’ unites purpose with method, understanding
with application and overcomes one of the strongest critiques of traditional educational
research (whether qualitative or quantitative), that it rarely has an impact on social
action. Kincheloe & McLaren (1994) refer to research explicitly aimed at emancipatory
consclousness and the redress of injustices as 'critical research'. These authors often cite
significant studies that may have highlighted important areas ot social concern within
educational practice but have had little influence on changing teachers' conscilousness or
behaviour. As Kincheloe & McLaren write, ‘empirical observation cannot supplant
theoretical analysis and critical reflection’ (1994: 144). Indeed, one of the classic
arguments in favour of action research highlights its capacity for effecting real change
in practice and the active pursuit of democratic ideals and social justice through

practitioner's self awareness of social action (Newby, 1997).

Counter-arguments have been mounted against these assertions and there are those who
reject a place for action research within the frame of 'acceptable' research. Hodgkinson
(1957) was one of the first writers to denounce action research as being 'unscientific’,
lacking the rigour of 'true' research, although his comments are now rather dated.
Hammersley (1993) 1s less traditional in his reaction to action research and does not
condemn 1ts practice outright. However, he maintains that the charges against
conventional research in terms of 1t being 'undemocratic', 'irrelevant' or 'invalid' are not
convincing enough to replace 1t with teacher research. He also cautions against what he
sees as ‘a conception of rational action that 1s highly intellectualist in character, as if the
rational response to a problem 1s always to seek to resolve it through inquiry’ (1993:
224); and he questions the feasibility of Carr & Kemmis' utopian 1deals for transforming
society through emancipatory action research. Huberman (1996) doubts whether self-
study like practitioner research can override inherent problems of self-delusion or self-

distortion.

Many action research writers are conscious of the criticisms leveled against this form of
research (see, for example, Zeichner & Noftke, in press; Sarland, 1995; Feldman, 1994;
King & Lonnquist, 1992) and, as with any debate, retaliations to these challenges can be

mounted by supporters creating a perpetual cycle of contrary opinion. Elliott & Sarland
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(1995), for example, note that one misplaced judgement of action research, is that of
idiosyncrasy. Their response 1s to suggest that action research is intentionally 'person

dependent’.

[t appears that action research requires a reconceptualisation of the nature of educational
research, with the benefits to be gained from the conduct of action research outweighing
any traditional methodological 'weaknesses'. Although it is not the intention here to
provide a rationale for validity issues related to action research, it is worth noting that
supporters of this research genre challenge the application of 'norms and standards' from
conventional research to practitioner research (Zeichner & Noffke, in press). It is
suggested that the very nature of action research precludes it from answering the
customary challenges of 'validity'. Instead authors offer criteria more appropriate to the
particular style and circumstances of action research (for example, McTaggart, 1997a;
Anderson et al, 1994; Winter, 1989a; Carr & Kemmis, 1986). Dadds, for example, talks
In terms of a research study's ‘relevance, appropriateness and useability’ (1995: 113)
and preters to use the term 'valuing' rather than 'validation' to convey ‘regard, respect
and care’ for the practitioners' work (op.cit.: 174). Zeichner & Noffke (in press) also
show how alternative conceptions of validity within the feminist and narrative inquiry
literature provide more relevant proposals for assessing the quality of practitioner
rescarch (although they are generally sceptical of the use of any universal criteria). The
concept of 'catalytic vahdity' has been developed by Lather and ‘represents the degree to
which the research process re-orients, focuses and energises participants toward

knowing reality in order to transform it’ (1991: 68).

The rise of feminist research methodologies and post-modern views has ‘made it much
easier to present action research as a serious research methodology, without apology’
claims Somekh (1995: 347). She mmplies that the rise of paradigms offering fresh
philosophical and methodological perspectives on long-established practices (for
example, Harding, 1991; Lather, 1991) helps to exonerate the pursuit of action research
as a respectable research endeavour. According to Cochran-Smith & Lytle (1993) the
tact that action research arises out of 'lived experiences' and 'everyday life' gives it its

own raison d'étre.



[ would support the belief that practitioner research has a valuable role to play in
advancing the understanding of educationalists and 1s a 'legitimate form of educational
enquiry' (Zeichner & Noffke, in press), but I do not envisage it as a substitute for other
forms of research. I acknowledge some of 1ts shortfalls but would argue that all
educational research fulfills different purposes and each style of research elicits some
merit. Since all approaches contain anomalies and none can claim to address
satisfactorily every one of the methodological criteria that have been distinguished by
different research paradigms, action research can at least be considered one acceptable

alternative operating, as with other research methods, within its own boundaries.

The Action Research Dimension to the Study

During the course of my investigation [ was 'action researching' in the sense that I
followed a similar pattern as would a practitioner examining her own practice. The
correlations included the formulation of a focus (action research and practitioner
thinking), data gathering as a research partner and PhD student (research meeting field
notes, questionnaires, literature reviews on my chosen topic) and, of course, continuous
reflection on the data during the course of the research. Like action research, I had a
framework within which to work but was not restricted by preconceived and

prescriptive procedures.

For example, I had no preset ideas about how many practitioners [ would draw upon for
my research and the criteria I chose for the final selection arose naturally from the
context of the Project research rather than from my own volition. I had also hoped that
simply working alongside the practitioners as a direct witness to any developments
would provide sufficient data with which I could work. Although this certainly
provided some important findings, it was clear that I could not elicit the kind of
information I needed without artificially imposing on the practitioners' own research
agenda (as I was inevitably already partly doing in order to meet the demands of the
Project). Hence my decision to conduct interviews at the end of my tenure with the
Project where I was able to incorporate and explore some of the themes that had arisen

during the research as well as tackle new ground. The interviews themselves were
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continuously reflected upon, especially after the first five which were used as a partial

'pilot’ study.

My research had a momentum of 1its own and I had sufficient flexibility to follow the
action research cycle as I was cammed forward in new directions. However, such
developmentalism did not mean I was laissez-taire. [ was always conscious of
methodological 1ssues such as sufficiency of evidence, usefulness of corroboration and
other means of providing 'internal validation' for my work. In essence, it was an attempt
to develop a fine balance between allowing the research to unravel itself as I worked
with the practitioners whilst creating or taking advantage of opportunities that would
fulfill my needs and methodological concerns. At times this created uncertainty
although I was less bemused by the action research dimension to my research than with
the methodological demands created by the Project and my PhD. However, I
endeavoured to develop a framework for my research orientation which helped to

diminish this confusion.

The Qualitative/Interpretive Dimension

Although I took an action research approach to my work, I sensed that [ was operating
along more conventional research lines as I sought to address the methodological needs
for my PhD study and the Project's work. Neither was I mainly undertaking the
research m order to improve my practice, although I certainly incorporated this aspect
into my work as a research partner. Despite the difficulty in locating my methodology,
1t 1s clear that much of 1t lies within the qualitative/interpretive tradition since it was, for
example, ‘intrinsically exploratory’ (Kirk & Miller, 1986: 17), and a central interest was
in ‘human meaning 1n social life’ (Erikson, 1986: 119). Action research itself could be
placed within a qualitative paradigm not least because it i1s partly concerned with
interpretive notions of “understanding, meaning and action’ compared to positivistic

notions of ‘explanation, prediction and control’ (Carr & Kemmus, 1986: &3).

Whilst acting as a research partner for the practitioners' research, I also had to function
as a participant observer. I had to enter (relatively) unknown territory and negotiate my

entry 1n my role of research partner. In doing so, I had to develop a working
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relationship based on mutual trust and respect. As Ball (1993) suggests, this involved
an clement of 'charming' participants into cooperation. My past experience as an early
years practitioner, my lack of intimidating academic credentials and the fact that I was

not there to judge their practice as such, no doubt eased my entry.

As a researcher | had to engage consciously with the various dimensions of my 'self' 1n
the different roles [ had to perform. Drawing on the work of Mead and Blumer, Ball
(1993) refers to this as 'internal conversation' or 'sclf-interaction’. This 1s a part of the
deliberate and crnitical retflective process that occurs continuously during the course of
undertaking interpretive and/or action research (unlike much of quantitative research
which focuses evaluation 1n the aftermath). According to Ball, the ‘self-conscious
engagement with the world’ becomes a process whereby the 'technical trajectory' of data
collection and the 'social trajectory' of data analysis are reflexively, dynamically and
dialectically interconnected providing an important aspect of rigour for the research
process (1993: 33). Issues that arose from my 'internal conversation' about aspects of
the 'self' such as the impact of my presence on the practitioners were developed in my

extensive reflective field notes.

Some Challenges to 'Internal Validity' (or the Trustworthiness of the Study)

This section answers possible calls for challenges to 'internal validity', although many
qualitative researchers dismiss, diminish or 1gnore its relevancy, or else reconceptualise
1t to suit the nature of qualitative research (for example, Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994;
Eisenhart & Howe, 1992; Goetz & LeCompte, 1984; Kirk & Miller, 1986). Rather than
viewing 'internal validity' in terms of the extent to which a research study depicts the
true so-called 'reality' of a situation, 'trustworthiness' is offered as a more appropriate
term (for example, Zeichner & Nofike, in press; Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994; Eisenhart
& Howe, 1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Some authors have also gone to lengths to 1dentify different typologies of 'validity' (for

example, Eisenhart & Howe, 1992; Maxwell, 1992; Kirk & Miller, 1986). Others (for
example, Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Goetz & LeCompte, 1984) have adapted positivistic

procedures to help address 'validity' by offering more suitable qualitative techniques.
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Their suggestions include taking steps to ensure direct involvement in the lives of those
studied and/or spending a sufficient length of time 1n the place of study, triangulation
and so on. Erickson (1986), along the lines of Popper, would suggest a deliberate
search for potentially disconfirming data as one of the steps to be taken to help establish
the capability of evidence. An attempt to locate my own methodology within the wide
ranging perspectives 1s hampered by the fact that each perception ‘has its own criteria
for judging the adequacy of any given interpretive statement’ (Denzin, 1994: 501). I
tend to share Richardson's postmodern perspective that 'doubts’ whether ‘any discourse

has a privileged place, any method or theory a umversal and general claim to

authoritative knowledge’ (1991: 173).

Giroux (1983) and others (for example, Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994) maintain that
'methodological correctness' 1s also no guarantee of 'validity'. As Phillips puts it, ‘in
general 1t must be recognised that there are no procedures that will regularly (or always)
yield either sound data or true conclusions’ (1987: 21, original emphasis). Drawing on
the work of Brinberg & McGrath, Watkins makes the observation that “vahdity 1s not a
commodity that can be purchased with technigues. It 1s to be assessed relative to
purposes and circumstances’ (1991: 4). In this view, validity criteria varies for the
different types of research and even for different stages of the research process.
Maxwell similarly notes that ‘the most prevalent alternative [to the positivistic
approach] 1s a realist conception of validity that sees the validity of an account as
inherent, not 1n the procedures used to produce and validate it, but in 1ts relationship to

those things that 1t i1s intended to be an account of’ (1992: 281, original emphasis).

Eisenhart & Howe (1992) and others (for example, Lincoln & Guba, 1985) talk in terms
of 'credibility’ which 1s partly achievable through the application of general standards.
These 'standards' include research that 1s ‘cogently developed, competently produced,
coherent with respect to previous work, important, ethical, and comprehensive’
(Eisenhart & Howe, 1992: 656). Guba & Lincoln (1982) offer a series of processes to
'safeguard’ credibility such as 'prolonged engagement' at a site, triangulation of data
sources and 'member checks' in which data interpretations are checked with those from
whom the data is elicited (which I endeavoured to do, to an extent, during the
interviews). All the views outlined here seem appropriate perspectives with which to

judge my research. Although I accept that following certain procedures can be a helpful
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means of developing a more trustworthy study, I support the view that such procedures

ought to be appropriate to the nature of the study and not regulated impositions.

Certainly, 1t should be clear that my research 1s not seeking to answer positivistic claims
for 'vahdity' and I would agree with Erikson (1986) who maintains that interpretive
research may be rigorous, systematic and empirical without being positivistic. My
consideration of 'validity' 1ssues 1s also underlined by an agreement with Eisner (1993)
and others, who uphold Popper's belief that the truth of a claim can never be verified.
Truth instead might be a matter of consensus (Kirk & Miller, 1986). Indeed, Carr &
Kemmis, drawing on the work of Kuhn, note that ‘there are no neutral criteria for
deciding whether any paradigm offers a better way than any other for producing valid
knowledge’ (1986: 73). Some of these views on truth are explored a little further 1n the

section on 'objectivity’.

[ support Carr & Kemmus' claim that educational research can have both 'validity' and
value 1f 1t relates to ‘the theories and understanding of educational practitioners’ and it
enables practitioners ‘to develop a more refined understanding of what they are doing

and what they are trying to achieve’ (1986: 118). They go on to say that

the success of educational research conducted by outsiders 1s to be
measured not 1n terms of what they expropriate from the experience and
work of teachers for the research literature, but 1n terms of their
contribution to the improvement of education in the real and concrete
situations in which those teachers work (op.cit.: 161-2).

A major purpose behind this study may be the pursuit of an academic credential, but I
would hope that the action research nature of the PiP Project, my role as the research
partner, the interview process as an extended vehicle for the practitioners' reflection and
this study's promotion of action research as a method of professional development go
some way towards fulfilling the criterta of validity suggested by Carr & Kemmis. In

this sense, this study has striven for 'catalytic validity'.

Underlying my perspective of 'validity' 1s also a critically reflective perspective (not to
be confused with the emancipatory critical approach based on critical theory). Lincoln
& Guba believe that researchers have ‘an obligation to be self-examining, self-

questioning, self-challenging, self-critical, and self-correcting’ (1990: 54). They would
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agree with Winter's (1989a) argument that 'validity' 1s generated by critical debate and
dialectical enquiry. Lather also calls for 'praxis orientated' research that demands a
‘vigorous self-reflexivity’ (1991: 66). 'Self-conscious criticism' 1s viewed by Kincheloe
& McLaren as central to what they call ‘critically grounded qualitative research’ (1994:
147) and Carr & Kemmis (1986) have likewise suggested 'validity' in research can be
developed through the evaluative criteria generated by the researcher and through
critical reflection (also Altrichter, 1993; Altrichter et al, 1993). These views are

supported by Delamont's belief that as long as a researcher 1s

constantly self-conscious about her (sic) role, her interactions, and her
theoretical and empirical material as 1t accumulates [and as] long as
qualitative researchers are retlexive, making all their processes explicit,
then 1ssues of reliability and validity are served (1992: 8).

My approach to considerations of 'validity' has therefore been ultimately directed by a
critical retlective approach (recorded in extensive field notes) and drawn from my
experiences of the study itself and the 1ssues that arose from its context, as well as from
my own reading of the literature on methodology. Just what this critical reflexivity
entails 1s explored more clearly 1n later chapters when the notion of critical thinking 1s

scrutinised.

The next few sub-sections 1llustrate some of the i1ssues that might be deemed threats to
the 'validity' or trustworthiness of my study. I have not attempted to follow any
particular author's recommendations for developing credibility, but have considered
only those which seemed pertinent to my study and which arose out of critical self-
reflection. This reflective process has included incorporating particular qualitative
'techniques' or non-prescriptive procedures that were deemed helpful and appropriate to
enhance the integrity of the study. [ have endeavored to 'validate' sufficiently my

cthodology as far as is possible given my views on the concept of 'validity' and the
nature of my study 1tselt. In this respect I have tended to follow Smith's suggestion of
considering an open ended 'list’ of methodological concerns driven by critical reflection
during the course ot the study (cited in Eisenhart & Howe, 1992). These are outlined

below and within subsequent sections.



Demonstrating the Impact of Action Research on Practitioners' Thinking

Hage & Meeker (1993) are just two authors who have highlighted the complexity of
causality and note that the linkages of cause and effect can be problematic. The causal
relationship according to Erikson 1s determined by the meaning interpretations of the
actors In the social situation under study or, as he puts 1t, the ‘reciprocal exchange of
phenomenologically meaningful action’ (1986: 133). Causation cannot be assumed to
be a mechanical or uniform. process and 1s ultimately a question of inference.
Moreover, ‘causes are not always accessible’ says Phillips (1987: 16) and invanably
many different and interacting forces may be responsible for the etfect. Lincoln &
Guba (1985) would deny any place for causality in naturalistic research. It 1s more a
question of ‘the demonstration of plausibility’ (Erikson, 1986: 147). Carr & Kemmis
also point out that the aim of interpretive research 1s not to provide causal explanations
but rather to ‘deepen and extend our knowledge of why social life i1s perceived and

experienced the way that 1t 1s° (1986: 90).

I would therefore hesitate to make definite consequential claims between action
research and 1ts impact on practitioner thinking, not least because thinking is
undoubtedly a mysterious and little understood process. Even researchers in brain
neurology or cognitive psychology cannot agree on how the mind works. Edelman
(1992), tor example, takes 1ssue with 1deas such as Anderson's (1992), whose cognitive
theories associate the brain with the working of a computer. In contrast, Edelman
emphasises biology rather than psychology, preferring a less logical and more open
ended perspective that likens the brain to the living ecology of a jungle. These views
are explored more fully in the chapters that follow but hint at some of the difficulties
that might entail in clearly 1dentifying the thinking of the action researchers in this

study.

Some corroboration of the practitioners' stated claims can be made. There is
documented evidence in various forms of their research process and experiences, and [
was a first hand witness to this. The data also yield incidents of inspectorate visits to at
least five of the participants who made clear references to noticeable changes in practice
within the focus area. Ultimately, 1t becomes a matter of trust. There is a good claim

for stating that since action research is intended to empower practitioners, it ought to be
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the practitioner who decides whether or not improvement has occurred rather than some
'external judge' (Burgess-Macey & Rose, 1997). There 1s growing support for ‘the
validity of teachers' inferences drawn from their own experiences’ (Calderhead, 1992:
151). If practitioners can bear witness to their own improved understanding, we have to
assume that their altered actions are preferable and of benefit to the children since the
experiences practitioners subsequently provide are enlightened by their careful
dehiberation. Whatever causal inferences are made, what 1s 1mportant 1s that the
research has led practitioners to question habitual practice, something that might not
otherwise have been done. Their heightened consciousness can act as a form of
monitoring as they continue to reflect on their actions within a continuous cycle, even
after their 1nitial focus has moved on. This 'follow up' 1s a natural and purposeful

process that invariably occurs only within the mind of the practitioner.

[t may not be possible to pinpoint how and when particular changes occurred.
Practitioner research 1s, after all, 'temporal and spatial' (Feldman, 1994). New
understandings are invariably incorporated into practice immediately with a
consequential shift in the educational situation. Therefore, it may be impossible to say
with any certainty whether any new thought or way of thinking was a direct result of the
action research undertaken by the practitioner. Hammersley cautions that systematic
and rigorous reflection and inquiry ‘are not guaranteed to produce advances in useful
understanding. The outcome of all research 1s uncertain’ (1993: 224). Moreover, the
strategies I have adopted in attempting to isolate the particular 'frames of mind' that
appear to have developed out of the action research process are ultimately my own
creation. FElliott identifies a 'double hermeneutic' in such research since ‘it constitutes
interpreting teachers' iterpretation of their professional world’” (1993b: 203). At the
very least, I can only make suggestive, perhaps likely, connections between the two

phenomena of action research and practitioner thinking.

Reliability of the Study

Rehiability 1s often perceived as a necessary condition for 'validity', but positivistic
notions of reliability are largely discarded by this study since I cannot ensure that

replication would produce the same results. Reliability might still be a principle applied
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to qualitative research, but perhaps in a looser, less equivocal form whereby a different
researcher might perhaps reach similar findings (Miles & Huberman, 1988). Certainly,
I have compared my own research with those other, albeit scarce, studies on the
relationship between action research and teacher cognition and any similarities (or

otherwise) have been noted.

It 1s also reasonable to suggest that 'dependability' (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) can be
ascribed to the study itself by incorporating certain procedures that strengthen the
likelthood of reliability within the research. This can be developed through critical
consideration of aforementioned 'validity checks' such as sufficient consistency in data
- gathering methods, case comparison and searches for disconfirmatory or discrepant
evidence, prolonged engagement in the field or triangulation across data sources
(‘concurrent validity'). The summative aspect of my evaluation is more a question of
reaching a 'reasonable’ rather than fully 'conclusive' conclusion (Miles & Huberman,
1988). A matter of 'confidence' rather than 'certainty' and acknowledgement that it is a

representation of reality' rather than a 'reproduction’ (Cohen et al, 2000).

Another means of increasing the 'reliability' of a study is to attempt to ensure that the
study reconstructs the participants' perspectives (Lincoln & Guba,1985). It was
certainly the intention of this study to rely upon the practitioners' own views of action
research’s impact on their thinking despite the danger that such data might ‘reproduce
the rhetoric rather than the reality of change’ (Vulliamy & Webb, 1991 222). The
elicitation of the 'teacher's voice' is increasingly being considered a ‘central ingredient
so tar missing’ from the literature on educational research (Goodson, 1991: 141: also
Pope, 1993; Zeichner, 1993b; Lytle & Cochran-Smith, 1990). Carr & Kemmis (1986)
also maintain that a research account is more in keeping with reality when it
Incorporates the participants' confirmation of the researcher's interpretation. I have not
carried this as far as I might have done since the practitioners have not reviewed my
findings and affirmed (or otherwise) my evaluation of their cognitive processes. This is

only because personal circumstances prevented me from sustaining contact with the

practitioners once the PiP Project had ended.

My study was conducted, however, in the spirit of giving practitioners a voice and I did
clicit therr interpretation of their experiences to a certain extent during the interviews in

which I incorporated questions that related to issues they had raised during the course of
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the year. These 1ssues had been recorded both in their written journals, in their

responses to the questionnaires and/or in my field note observations and reflections.

A particular ethical 1ssue that ought to be considered here regards judgements that may
be made 1n this study of the quality of the practitioners' thinking. Although at one level
[ am trying to present practitioners' own experiences of their work, I am doing so within
a tramework of critique. I have applied my own set of criteria, drawn from the
literature, through which I am effectively making evaluations of their cognitive growth.
The dilemmas facing 'outsiders' in their role as 'judges' of practitioners' action research
has been debated 1n the literature (for example, Zeichner & Noffke, in press; Dadds,
1995, Johnston & Proudtord, 1994). That my findings were largely positive reflections
of their work eased the disquiet [ felt in making assessments of the quality of their
thinking. I would add that my analysis is not merely a reinterpretation of the
participants' experiences, but 1s In many ways a ‘deeper, more extensive and

systematised knowledge and understanding of the [participants'] own interpretations’

(Carr & Kemmis, 1986: 92).

The Nature of the Data

As described 1n the previous chapter, the data that I drew upon were from a
conglomeration of sources. This provided me with a variety of potentially corroborative
(or contradictory) databases. Lather writes that ‘triangulation is critical in establishing
data-trustworthiness’ (1986: 270, original emphasis). Such 'triangulation' would include
'multiple data sources’. Some might claim such variability discounts any possibilities of
drawing together a coherent analysis. However, most of the data I drew upon was from
the more standardised responses - the questionnaires, the field note reflections and the
recorded semi-structured interviews. Of these the interview transcripts have contributed
most heavily. The accumulative data produced by the participants during their action
research, including their journals, have largely been cross-referenced for confirmatory

or disconfirmatory purposes, as 'iInternal validity' checks, rather than as the foundation

for evaluation (Erikson, 1986).



Whether the research data have adequately accessed the practitioners' experiences of
conducting action research and most especially the development of their thinking, might
also be a matter of contention. Some of the difficulties in demonstrating this have
already been highlighted 1n an earlier section. Indeed, researchers acknowledge the
problem of reaching 'inside' practitioners minds (for example, Hamilton, 1993:
Calderhead, 1987) to what are essentially 'unobservable processes' (Ross et al, 1992b).

Clark comments that “to study teacher thinking, researchers must depend on teachers to

think aloud’ (1988: 8).

Thus, like most research on teachers' cognitive processes, much of the data from this
study 1s 1n the form of verbal and written reports with accompanying limitations for
such accounts to reflect suitably the participants' 'covert mental processes' (Calderhead,
1987). Calderhead draws attention, for example, to the ‘time lag between the thinking
and reporting of the thought” so that ‘it is possible that the reported thought is an
abstraction or remnterpretation of real thinking’ (op.cit.: 185). (By 'real' | understand
Calderhead to mean the actual thinking of the moment). Clark also makes the important
point that researchers in teacher thinking are describing ‘systems of thought [that] are
not clearly articulated or codified by their owners, but are typically inferred and
reconstructed by researchers’ (1988: 6). Despite these drawbacks, the data do attest to
some extent to the practitioners' own understanding of their thinking; and since they can
be the only true witnesses to their thinking, their accounts and the form in which they

are empirically exposed could be deemed acceptable.

Calderhead (1987) also points out the need for researchers to clarify the particular
'model" of teacher cognition on which they rely to guide their interpretation. In this
respect I have followed a more 'heuristic’ than 'deterministic' approach by allowing
‘further exploration of teachers' cognition, and in consequence permit[ted] some ...
elaboration of the model itself” (Calderhead, op.cit.: 184). The so-called 'model' of
cognition that I have drawn upon during the research process is discussed in the
chapters that follow. Here 'construct validity' has been employed as I have 'rooted' my

theory construction in a wide range of literature (Cohen et al, 2000).
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Variables Affecting the Data

'Vahdity' 1s sometimes believed to have been achieved if alternative causes for findings
have been ruled out. It 1s true that other factors could well have influenced the data.
The P1P Project team spent some time considering different elements that may have
affected the practitioners' conduct of action research such as their training or length of
experience. Early results were inconclusive (Miranda, 1997). Indeed, attempts to
1solate variables tended to create confusion rather than coherence. For example, the
1Issue of time created so many parameters 1t may be almost impossible to ascertain any
impact 1t may have had on the findings. Practitioners undertook the research at different
times of the year. The practitioners were also at different stages in their professional
lite cycle. The research meetings had to take place in the practitioners' own time such
as lunch or after school and the research itselt had to take place within daily practice.
All these time tactors may well have disturbed the quality of both the first order action
research and the second order action research to some extent. However, trying to take
into account all the alternative dimensions of how time may have affected the

practitioners 1s an msurmountable task.

The discernment of potential influences on the data can be an unceasing endeavour and
the matter is complicated by those variables that might change as ‘a causal process
unfolds, making 1t difficult to capture or measure’ (Hage & Meeker, 1993: 81). Instead
ot pondering all the factors that might have affected the development of the research, it
might be possible to argue that the different practitioners with their assorted
backgrounds and contexts enriched rather than diminished the value of the data and may

give greater credence to the fact that any practitioner can undertake action research with

some degree of success.

Some Challenges to 'Objectivity' (or the Subjectivity of the Study)

Phillips (1993) writes that the term 'objectivity' has become a 'dodo-like entity' whilst
Eisner (1993) notes that 1t 1s still largely viewed by some as a 'cherished ideal'.

'Objectivity’ implies that some kind of truth has been found, a reflection of or
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'1somorphic’ with reality, 1.e. what 1t really 1s (Phillips, 1993). Its commendatory

connotations descend from this association with truth.

Eisner 1s one of many writers who disclaim the relevance of 'objectivity' in educational
research. He notes that ‘traditionally, the aim of the research enterprise, from a
methodological perspective 1s to use a procedurally objective set of methods in order to
gain an ontologically objective understanding of the events and objects we study’ (1993:
51). Yet he declares the premise on which such 'objectivity' 1s based is presumptive and
problematic resting on a 'taulty epistemology' that leads to an 'unrealisable 1deal’. He
writes that ‘because any symbol system both reveals and conceals, 1ts use provides, of
necessity, a partial view of the reality 1t 1s intended to describe or depict ... To
complicate matters still further, the particular schemata we use also structure
perception’ (op.cit.: 52). This structuring creates a 'framework dependent cognition' and

he views knowledge as a process of 'transaction'. He claims to be a relativist and a

pluralist:

The relativity of my view pertains to the belief that knowledge 1s always
constructed relative to a framework, a form of representation, to a cultural
code, and to a personal biography. My pluralism relates to the belief that
there 1s no single, legitimate way to make sense of the world. Different
ways of seeing give us different worlds (op.cit.: 54).

He stresses, however, that such a view need not dismiss the i1deal of truth. Instead
Eisner projects the 1dea of a 'regulative 1deal’ of truth in the sense that ‘what we consider
true 1s also the product of our own making’ (ibid.). Guba & Lincoln also focus on the
1dea of 'multiple realities’ with 'different perspectives' in the sense that ‘phenomena do
not converge into a single form, a single “truth”, but diverge into many forms, multiple
“truths” (quoted 1n Phillips, 1987: 13). Similarly, Carr & Kemmis note that research
paradigms are ‘informed by a whole complex of beliefs, values and assumptions’ (1986:
74) and 'facts’ will always be a matter of interpretation based on prior beliefs, values and

assumptions. For them, 'objectivity’ becomes a question of 'intersubjective agreement’.

Phillips (1993) does not dismiss the notion of 'objectivity' quite so categorically and he
challenges Eisner's relativistic  stance. Whilst  Phillips  would accept a
nonfoundationalist view of epistemology, he believes that a traditional notion of truth

can be maintained. Despite agreement of the inherent uncertainty of knowledge,
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Phillips suggests that the truth does exist 'somewhere out there'. We just may never
have found 1t. Yet, while it may never be found with certainty, some ways may be
better than others to seek it. Following from this, Phillips separates 'objectivity' from
truth and stead depicts the notion of 'objectivity' in regulative terms. He says that
~'Objective™ seems to be a label that we apply to inquiries that meet certain procedural
standards, but objectivity does not guarantee that the results of the inquiries have any

certainty’ (op.cit.: 61, original emphasis). Put simply, some inquiries are more carefully

conducted than others and have attempted to 'meet certain quality standards'.

Phillips suggests that the more worthy inquiries are those which have been ‘subjected to
critical scrutiny’ (op.cit.: 65). The critical tradition can help to counteract the tendency
to be blinded by the paradigm context within which all inquirers are likely to be bound.

Hence, in Phillips' mind, a qualitative study can be deemed to be more objective if it has

been opened up to scrutiny, to vigorous examination, to challenge. It is a
view that has been teased out, analysed, criticised, debated (op.cit.: 66).

[n some ways [ accept both Eisner's and Phillip's views. [ do not claim to have found
the truth of action research's impact on practitioner thinking, but I have followed certain
procedures and particular paths, discarded others, and generally injected a rigorous
critical frame of mind within my 'journey'; a journey Mezirow would describe as
involving ‘provisional consensual judgment based upon critical discourse’ (1990a: 15).
My reasoning is similar to the process described by Kitchener & King in their model of

retlective judgment in which

knowledge can be constructed via critical inquiry and through the
synthesis of existing evidence and opinions into claims that can be
evaluated as having greater "truth value" or being more "warranted" than

others ... such views can be offered as reasonable current solutions to the
problem at hand (1990: 165).

Carr & Kemmis (1986) would support a notion of objectivity that is developed through
critical mspection. In that respect [ have striven for objectivity even if I have not
achieved 1t, an 'estimation of truth' as it were (Siegel, 1997). Phillips would say that this
nas helped to give my research endeavor more integrity or 'objectivity’. The next few
sub-sections focus more closely on some of the more obvious aspects of my research

which might be deemed to have diminished my 'objectivity".
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A Personal Interpretation

There can be no doubt that no two research accounts are likely to be the same since data
are "a social construct of the research process itself” (Ball, 1993: 45) and that ‘all texts
are biased productions’ (Denzin, 1994: 506). Nonetheless, any discernible differences
are likely to be small ‘matters of emphasis and orientation’ rather than large
discrepancies (Ball, op.cit.: 43). This appears to have been the case when I compared
the findings from my research with some of those developed by the PiP Project team
(Miranda, 1997). Despite some differences in the style of analysis (for example, the PiP
approach was more quantitatively based), overall there was a common understanding of

the data and a remarkable consensus between my own and the Project's findings.

Like any researcher, [ entered into this study with ‘considerable theoretical baggage’
(Kirk & Miller, 1986: 30). However, I ventured to consider both my own and the
practitioners' view of reality and the various beliefs, interpretations and intentions that
permeated 1t (Githn et al, 1993; Carr & Kemmis, 1986). As suggested previously,
endeavoured to undertake 'self-conscious criticism' in the tradition of a critical
researcher so as to ‘become aware of the ideological imperatives and epistemological
pre-suppositions that inform [my] research as well as [my] own subjective,
intersubjective, and normative reference claims’ (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994 140).
Erikson (1986) likewise highlights the importance of deliberate reflection in research as
this “entails the observer's deliberate scrutiny of his or her own interpretive points of
view, and of its sources for formal theory, culturally learned ways of seeing, and
personal value commitments’ (1986: 156). This incorporates a self-analysis in which I
‘trace the genealogies of [my] subjectivities and the origins of [my] personal concerns’
(Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994: 148). Some aspects of this self-analysis were highlighted
at the beginning of the chapter.

As Ball (1993) points out, interpretation of data is as much a 'contextual exercise' as it is
a theoretical examination. He goes on to say that ‘the theoretical may help us with
questions about the meaning or import of data. The contextual may help us with

questions about 1ts adequacy, partiality, or reliability’ (op.cit.: 40). Yet we need to
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remember that ‘the presence, the effect, and the biases and selections of the researcher
cannot be removed from qualitative research’ (op.cit.: 43). All research 1s a matter of
‘selection and interpretation’, a partial construction of social reality and ‘inevitably
based on inferences’ (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983: 13). Allender takes this point a
step further in his declaration that ‘more and more 1t 1s recognised that subjectivity is
reality’ (1986: 188, original emphasis). Following a point made by Letiche (1993), this
study may be primarily concerned with the practitioners' cognitive development, but 1t

1s largely my own thinking that will ultimately be portrayed.

Nonetheless, 1 have to some extent incorporated an 'intersubjective' approach to my
interpretation (Firestone & Dawson, 1988), in that my findings include some
negotiation with some members of the PiP Project's research team's own analysis of the
action research data. This occurred during some of the initial analysis with which I was
involved whilst still employed by the Project, as well as afterwards when | shared some
of my findings with some of the extended analyses that had been pertormed by my ex-
colleagues (as noted earlier). This provided me with an element of comparative analysis
and possible alternatives, as well as confirmatory evidence. Also, there are the
perspectives of my supervisors to consider as a contribution to the development of my
interpretation, as well as the wealth of literature I drew upon 1n my search for

understanding and meaning.

As suggested earlier, full collaboration of interpretation with the participants did not
occur, although I encouraged the practitioners to give me feedback during the action
research phase to help check my °‘emerging hypotheses and descriptions ... for
unwarranted interpretations’ (Roman & Apple, 1990: 62). In this respect 1 have
attempted to incorporate both an 'emic’ (outsider) and 'etic' (1nsider) perspective (Guba
& Lincoln, 1988). In many ways, the various 'voices' represented in this study,
including my own, have ‘become part of a shared perspective’ (Hanrahan, 1998: 316).
However, given the nature of a PhD, much of my analysis was solitary and personal and
consequently limited in terms of negotiated understanding. Moreover, I accept the point
that “any judgement about the quality of a teacher's thought processes may be shaped by

the educational values or beliefs of the judge’ (McNamara, 1990: 151).
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Relationship with the Participants

Adler & Adler suggest researchers may integrate themselves into a group under study at
three levels - either as a 'peripheral’, 'active' or 'complete’ member (cited in Ball, 1993).
The nature of my research necessitated that I become an active member. Whilst I might
not be able to claim to have become a complete member, research 1s 'an interpersonal

process' and 'socially dynamic' (Ball, 1993). Daistinctions of membership status are

“therefore rather academic.

The social relationships I established with the practitioners were all deemed to be
'positive’ by the Project's findings (Miranda, 1997) and 1 was able to elicit some
informal affirmation from the LEA contact staff who spoke with the practitioners about
me. | was not associated with authority beyond the Project and it was made clear that
the Project's intention was not to diminish but to develop, and that the research was as
much for their benefit as for the Project or even my own research. [ also made 1t clear
that I was there to learn from them as much as [ was there to guide. As suggested 1n the
previous chapter, my position as an academic researcher was diffused by my
experiences as a recently practising early years teacher and my teaching background
helped to create a context in which I shared some of the ‘assumptions, beliefs, and
worldviews’ of the participants (Roman & Apple, 1990: 46). Moreover, I was prepared,
as QOakley (1981) suggests, to invest my 'personal i1dentity' in my relationships with the
participants to elicit a more sympathetic climate. It 1s fair to say that the friendly and
personal terms of the relationships facilitated 'rapport building', 'self-disclosure' and the
possibilities of yielding more 'honest' and enriching data (Miller & Glassner, 1997,
Lather, 1991).

As noted 1n the last chapter, the interviews themselves were conducted in the spirit of a
‘friendly conversation’ (Spradley, 1979). The intention was to engender an informal
and relaxed atmosphere within the confines of the interviewing process and break down
the ‘usual 'asymmetry' between interviewer and subject” (MacLure, 2001: 169). That I
knew and had worked with all of the interviewees and had a sense of shared history and
culture, not only through the action research experiences but biographically through my
professional life as an early years teacher and pilot action researcher, helped to diminish

some of the barriers inherent within formalised interviews between strangers and helped
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to ensure the interviews were 'situational’ and 'contextually grounded' (Mischler, 1986).
The following statement from one participant suggests that some of my aspirations were

met:

"I wouldn't say it's been an interview. I would say it's more been a sort of
ongoing conversation, dialogue, because we built up a working
relationship between the two of us anyway. You're not coming in cold and
it's not been a sort of formal interview. So there's been no threat there or

anything" (EF/SO/MV/I2).

There 1s also the possibility that my gender may have helped ease the development of
relationships as some feminist writers propose, since twenty-three of the twenty-five
participants were female. Oakley (1981), for example, believes qualitative research 1s
enhanced and better rapport' established 1f interviewer and interviewee share the same
gender. Finch (1984) makes similar assertions about the more equitable and empathetic
nature of female-to-female interviews. She writes: ‘There are grounds for expecting
that where a women researcher 1s 1nterviewing other women, this 1s a situation with
special characteristics conducive to the easy flow of information’ (1984: 74). Finch
claims, for example, that women tend to ‘welcome the opportunity to talk to a
sympathetic listener’ (1bid.). The gender 1ssue appeared to transcend potential ethnic
1ssues as | found no obvious barriers in my relationship with the only three black
females 1n the grouping. With regard to the two male participants, no underlying gender
or related difficulties were encountered, perhaps because these men were used to

working in a female-dominant field.

As Nias proposes (1993), the personal intimacy that developed during the time spent
with these practitioners strengthens rather than weakens the 'validity' of the data. Day
also emphasises the importance of the ‘affective, human-relating skills and qualities’ of
the academic researcher (1991: 537). He suggests that a more 'caring' and 'ethical’
relationship creates a more 'lasting connection' between the researcher and researched
and enhances the capacity for researchers like myself to ‘gain access to and collect
quality data about teachers' thinking and practice which go beyond ‘“hit and run”
research traditions’ (1bid.). It would seem judicious to embrace rather than dismiss the

likely benefits a close relationship can bring, so long as researchers critique their own

role within the social milieu and the distortions of reality that may accompany this.
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The Internal and External 'Generalisability' of the Study

Often referred to as 'external validity’, 'generalisability' 1s another of the major
methodological criteria researchers are traditionally expected to address. If educational
research 1s to play a role in influencing policy, the 1ssue of 'generalisability’' takes on
greater importance. However, the notion of 'generalisability’' has been the subject of
extensive debate amongst researchers alongside the associated concepts of 'validity' and
'objectivity’. There are also two levels of generalisation to consider; firstly, within the
confines of the study itself between the various participants' accounts and the different
sources of data; and, secondly, the extension of the findings to education 1n general.

(Generalisations can therefore be both empirical and theoretical.

Although 1t 1s clear that each individual's account of action research created a rich and
diverse account, 1t was possible to find sufficient consistency from which to draw
together commonalities and build a framework of inductive claims that encompass and
reflect the practitioners' experiences and thought processes. Guba & Lincoln maintain
that while absolute 'convergence' or 'correspondence’ might not always be possible,
naturalistic studies can produce a 'coherence' and 'internal consistency' that allows the
researcher to develop themes and patterns and tentative summations of what has
occurred (1988: 108). The incorporation of twenty-five practitioners could also be

deemed 'enough' from which to draw reasonable comparisons (Ebbutt, 1988).

With regard to broader generalisations, Schofield notes that ‘there i1s broad agreement
that generalisability in the sense of producing laws that apply universally is not a useful
standard or goal for qualitative research’ (1993: 97). Yet a ‘rejection of generalisability
as a search for broadly applicable laws 1s not a rejection of the idea that studies in one
situation can be used to speak to or to help form a judgment about other situations’

(1bid.). Schofield's perspective suggests that in qualitative research

the goal 1s not to produce a standardised set of results that any other
careful researcher in the same situation or studying the same issues would
have produced. Rather, 1t 1s to produce a coherent and illuminating
description of and perspective on a situation that 1s based on and consistent
with detailed study of that situation (1993: 93, original emphasis).



For Schofield, generalisability 1n qualitative researchers 1s a question of similarity rather
than replication. Guba & Lincoln (1982) agree that some form of 'transferability' might
be possible between studies and Goetz & LeCompte (1984) refer to the 'comparability’
and 'translatability’ of qualitative studies. Generalisations are perceived by Brown &
Mclntyre to be 'naturalistic' rather than 'probabilistic’ in the sense of ‘forming
hypotheses to be carried from one case to the next rather than as general laws applying
across a population’ (1986: 41). Kincheloe & McLaren, drawing on Piaget's theory of

accommodation, suggest a process by which researchers can

reshape cognitive structures to accommodate unique aspects of what they
perceive 1mn new context. In other words, through their knowledge of a
variety of comparable contexts, researchers begin to learn their similarities
and differences - they learn from their comparisons of different contexts

(1994: 152).

For these writers, cross-reterencing 1s possible in qualitative research especially if the
studies themselves are suftticiently rich in detail to allow comparisons of applicability.
Such information would include the researcher's theoretical stance as well as
descriptions of research techniques. Since my study 1s multisite-based, some depth of
description has been lost. [ would suggest, however, that since I had a relatively
‘intense, ongoing mvolvement’ (Schofield, 1993: 102) with the participants, I was able
to gain an adequate understanding and knowledge of each context to ensure sufficient
information to make comparisons possible between each practitioner's experiences and
beyond. The following topics address more specifically some additional potential

'weaknesses' in the internal and external generalisations of this study.

Sampling

As Ball suggests, sampling in qualitative as in quantitative research 1s ‘inevitable and
necessary’ (1993: 37). An interesting dimenston to my study is that the sampling was
not premeditated on my part. I was simply assigned certain practitioners and [ involved
those with whom I worked for at least a full academic term. Coincidentally about half
of the participants in my study included those initially approached by senior LEA
personnel whilst the rest came forward themselves. It 1s possible that those first

selected by their local mspector, for example, may have been considered 'strong'
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practitioners with potential implications on the findings, although 1t 1s worth noting that
I have discerned no clear patterns that suggest the 'selectees’ and the 'volunteers' were
distinctly affected. In any case, it could be said that all the participants ultimately chose

themselves through their voluntary agreement to participate.

Since my research 1s based on a multisite analysis, it 1s true that 1t is heterogeneous in
many ways. Whilst [ accept the fact that different settings and different participants in
that setting will affect social action, there 1s a case for suggesting that my study can be
deemed to have some form of representativeness or typicality within the confines of the
particular broader social grouping; that 1s, early years practitioners working in state-
maintained early educational settings. At the very least I could claim to have partial
representation. As a tentative extension, these participants have some commonality
with other education practitioners working with older children. For example, they all
work 1n an educational environment with children and (theoretically) share a common

goal of advancing all children's development.

[ would also suggest the overall lack of selection on my part has diminished a priori
assumptions or expectations I might have held about the participants had [ been more
deliberate in my choice of particular sites. In this way, I have reduced some of the

variables that may have potentially influenced my perceptions of the findings.

The Value of Numbers

Erikson (1986) does not believe that quantitative elements have no place 1n qualitative
research and there 1s some strength to Schofield's point that ‘a finding emerging
repeatedly in the study ot numerous sites would appear to be more likely to be a good
working hypothesis about some as yet unstudied site than a finding emerging from just
one or two sites’ (1993: 101). Numbers have certainly played a part in my analysis,
mainly to demonstrate common responses to phenomenon and to help substantiate any
claims. With such a small number of participants, it was unnecessary to employ special
statistical techniques. I have mostly used numbers 1n a generic and unspecified form
adopting such terms as 'many’, 'some’, 'few' to provide an indication of prevailing (or

otherwise) experiences rather than producing a set of bland statistical tables.
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Whilst I acknowledge that frequency of figures may carry some weight, 1t i1s worth
considering Eisner's point that consensus ‘merely demonstrates that people can agree’
(1993: 53) and whether what they have agreed upon 1s the reality 1s a matter that could
be debated. Phillips similarly argues that ‘agreement does not mean that the views
concerned are correct, or warranted, or that they have been reached in a way that has
avolded sources of bias and distortion’ (1993: 66). Phillips suggests that the critical
Issue 1s not consensus as such but whether a 'critical spirit' (in which consensus may
never be attained) has been pursued in the study as a whole. [ would hope my use of
numerical descriptions would be viewed 1n a broader context of what 1s essentially a

critical qualitative analysis.

The Data Analysis

As with my overall approach to methodology, the data analysis involved the use of
some practical procedures but was essentially driven by a process of critical reflection.
Some of this critical reflection incorporated subliminal 'intuition’. Firestone & Dawson
maintain that ‘individual intuition 1s the richest and primary source of subjective
understanding in qualitative research ... through immersion and contemplation, findings
emerge’ (1988: 210). Although they acknowledge such private intuitive analysis is
difficult to describe or understand, they suggest techniques that can help to ensure a
more disciphined approach to the intuitive process thereby enhancing its credibility such
as 'pattern matching' and consideration of alternative theoretical deductions. They also
offer more distinct practical methods such as codification of data. Woods talks in terms
of 'creativity' which involves ‘the ability to percelve interconnections and associations

among data, to provide explanations for them, and to see further ways forward’ (1985:

36).

On a more explicit level, Miles & Huberman (1988) have conceived a 'flow of activity'
for the analysis of qualitative data which are essentially three main steps for sorting and
interpreting raw data. Despite their acknowledged positivistic tendencies, I discovered
in retrospect that my own analytical 'activities' resembled some aspects of their

suggestions. For example, I undertook part of Miles & Huberman's proposed activity of
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'data reduction' from the practitioners' narrative responses through a process of
selection and abstraction mto a manageable 'cluster’ of themes or data codes. Goetz &
LeCompte (1984) make similar suggestions for synthesising data. This framework of
codes was based on my conceptual schema or 'ornientating i1deas' which I brought to the
inquiry as well as 'grounded’ patterns or regularities that arose from the data itself.
Brown & Mclintyre (1986) also talk in terms of creating a 'framework of concepts' in
which to organise the main themes that appear to arise from the breadth of data.
Erikson (1986) calls these 'frames of interpretation' in which 'intelligible relations' are
developed between 'concrete detall! and ‘'abstract assertions'.  Admittedly such

categorisation may render only a 'partial' account of the practitioners' experiences

(Miller & Glassner, 1997).

My analysis was thus essentially a process of 'identifying patterns' and sifting 'common
features’ (Woods, 1985: 104), largely from the transcript material via individual
profiling summaries and 'theme based maps'. Lincoln & Guba describe this process as
linking 'units of information' from the data sources to 'form a pattern' (1988: 107).
They go on to say ‘the data will, after analysis into units and grouping of those units
into “‘look-alike™ categories, tend to suggest some theory that “explains what 1s being
locally encountered™ (1ibid.). In this interpretive coding process I endeavoured to detect
a shared interpretation that took into account personal contextual meanings within
which the practitioners' responses to the interview questions occurred (Mischler, 1986).
[ was conscious of the 'discursive nature' of the interviews and the underlying personal
assumptions and 'ad hoc hypotheses' that permeate interpretation of meaning, as I
sought generalisations from specific responses (Mischler, op.cit.). Since [ had
envisaged the interviews as an 'active, meaning making' process (Holstein & Gubrium,
1995) in which ‘a mutual negotiation of meaning and power’ operates (Lather, 1991:
57), my attempts to elicit reciprocity’ (Lather, 1991; Oakley, 1981) helped to secure a
basis of common understanding from which to develop my 'pattern analysis' (Altrichter

et al, 1993).

A more 1llustrative example of some aspect of the data analysis process might be helpful
here. As part of my analysis I followed a comparable path to Nias' (1993; 1989a)
interview-based research with primary teachers. For example, Nias noticed how often

teachers made references to the influence of headteachers on job satisfaction which led



her to explore this as a major theme. In a similar way, I noticed how often in research
meetings the participants referred to the way in which action research had made their
thinking more 'focused'. The concept of 'focused thinking' became one of the main

'grounded’ categorical themes in my 1nitial data analysis.

[ incorporated the 'grounded theory' approach through ‘the discovery of theory from
data - systematically obtained and analysed’ {from research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: 1,
original emphasis). I therefore followed Glaser & Strauss' suggestion of theory building
within and during the research process. However, Altrichter & Posch point out that the
grounded theory approach tends to devalue the theoretical preconceptions a researcher

e

brings to the field and the role these can play in formulating a ‘“’theoretical nucleus”™
which will contribute to the more elaborate “theory’ (1989: 24). Some themes arose
from my mitial research questions, which themselves were partly cultivated from my
experiences of undertaking action research and early reading on literature related to
critical thinking and teacher cognition. Indeed, some of the interview questions were an
explicit attempt to explore some different authors' 1deas of the thinking process with an
inevitable impact on the character of some of the categories that were developed 1n the

analysis. It 1s also likely that I was influenced on a more subliminal level by my past

experiences and personal value system.

Clearly, my data analysis was not a preordained 'hypothetico-deductive' approach by
any means, but it did involve some pre-formulated concerns or 'theoretical structure'
from which to mitiate the research (Altrichter & Posch, 1989). The conceptual and
empirical elements of the research process were closely integrated in an ongoing
dialectic. As such the analysis was a progressively cumulative process involving a

'reciprocal relationship’ between data and theory (Lather, 1986). As Lather explains:

Data must be allowed to generate propositions in a dialectical manner that
permits use of a prion theoretical frameworks, but which keeps a
particular framework from becoming the container into which the data
must be poured. The search 1s tor theory which grows out of context-
embedded data, not in a way that automatically rejects a prior1 theory, but

In a way that keeps preconceptions from distorting the logic of evidence
(op.cit.: 267).

Overall, I would contend that the theoretical framework derived from the data was

largely an emerging, grounded and restructuring process and I was guided by a ‘self-
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critical attitude’ and ‘systematised reflexivity’ (Lather, 1986: 271) which involved more
than deductive or inductive reasoning. This cnitical reflexivity ensured that in no cases
were the activities undertaken for the analysis process isolated 'step-by-step’ procedures,
but were ‘interwoven before, during and after data collection’ forming an ‘interact<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>