Foreword











I am Ben Cunningham and am now 57 years of age at the time of writing. I rather like being this age and even dare to hope that some maturity may be accompanying it.  





I have been a member of a Catholic religious teaching congregation since I was fifteen years of age - a span of 42 years. In connection with that membership, I have undertaken three vows, of chastity, poverty and obedience which have become for me in recent years, vows respectively for relatedness, stewardship (including hospitality) and partnership. 





As well as being a vowed religious, I have also been, from the age of nineteen years, an educator - a span of 38 years.





Because my religious congregation made all the initial decisions regarding my educational career, I learned early the meaning of improvisation, even if self-realisation came much later.  





I was first asked to become a primary teacher. After nine years my religious congregation found they had more vacancies to fill in their secondary schools than in their primary schools and so I became a secondary teacher, gaining my academic and professional qualifications as I was teaching.





My first educational decision regarding my career was accepted by my religious congregation, albeit reluctantly, when, after some years of secondary teaching, I asked to be allowed to qualify as a guidance counsellor. I did so because I was worried about the comparatively large number of pupils I experienced as being unable to adapt to being in school. I now balanced classroom teaching with guidance work and an interest in curriculum development.





After eight years as a guidance counsellor I was pleasantly surprised to be asked to become principal of a disadvantaged inner-city secondary school in which I had previously served as a secondary school teacher and guidance counsellor. The mandate I got from my congregation was the following: ‘use your expertise in curriculum development to introduce suitable curricula for the disadvantaged’. Though I taught about half-time, I found myself spending most of my time talking to teachers in order to let them know more about who I was and to let me hear their first-hand, person-to-person views about how we could help the more disadvantaged pupils to become successful in our school. At a celebration to mark the end of my principalship in June 1990, it wasn’t so much what I had done in terms of curriculum development that at least one of the teachers remembered, but the following:





When I asked you in 1984 what your policy on discipline was, do you remember what you said? You said that, for you, justice was crucial. I now know what you meant - you actually tried to be fair to all of us. 





Fairness was an important component of the care I felt towards others, as was freedom. When I learned to become an action researcher at a teacher education college, 1990 to 1995, I tried to embody these self-same values in my practice as I supported teachers in their action enquiries. 





I now need to comment, however briefly, on my expectations, or otherwise, of others vis-a-vis my thesis question, “How do I come to know my spirituality, as I create my own living educational theory?” My thesis is about my own improvisatory discovery of my form of spirituality. It offers no predictions, prescriptions, nor definitions to others about how they might initiate their own spiritual discovery. I neither expect nor intend that my readers should follow my path towards spiritual discovery. I shall be delighted, however, if they find a way to relate to it which encourages them to start out on their own individual pathway to discovering their own form of spirituality.


�
Introduction








In this text, I claim to show originality of mind and critical judgment in connecting the personal with the professional in my explanations of my educative relationships with others. 





Relationships are crucial to me. I agree with Noddings (1984: 4) when she maintains that:





Taking relation as ontologically basic simply means that we recognize human encounter and affective response as a basic fact of human existence.


 


Relating to others fills me with joy and delight and gives me a reason for hope. I believe I can’t educatively affect others unless I get to know them personally by giving them of myself, of my joy, of my interest, of my understanding, of my knowledge, of my humour, of my sadness, of whatever is alive in me in order to enhance their aliveness. As I come to know others I take responsibility, however, for my own participation but not for theirs. 





In my encounters with others I believe that it is not the educational intentions that I bring that are paramount so much as the encounters themselves that are educational. As Buber (1965: 107) puts it:





It is not the educational intention but it is the meeting which is educationally fruitful.





The encounters are educational because others and myself come to mutually accept each other, affirm each other, confirm each other (Buber, 1988: 75). In being accepted, affirmed and confirmed, we are more confidently able to answer questions of the kind, “How do I improve what I am doing?” and, “How do I live out my values in my practice?” (Whitehead, 1993). 





I am committed to dialogue although I know that truly establishing meaningful dialogue in relationships is difficult. Tschumi (in Biesta, 1998: 17) warns me that each of us wants to come into inter-subjective presence, but in doing so we constantly transgress each other’s rules. Ellsworth (1997: 1-2) reminds me, also, that in dialogue I will always lack full understanding of the other and of myself. 





Undeterred, however, I am committed to dialogue because it is my opening into relationship and therefore a part of my hope for humanity. It is part of my hope that authentic encounters can lead to processes of self-discovery that are beneficial both to myself and others. Following Van Kaam (1969: 299), I subscribe to the view that: “the dialectics of authentic encounter are the dialectics of self-discovery,” which is part of my journey of improvisatory self-realisation, involving myself and others. It is through the multifarious dialogues represented in my thesis that I get a sense of my qualities as a person and an educator (Wilson and Wilson, 1998: 357), as I endeavour to live out my values, especially those of freedom and love, in my personal and professional relationships with others.





In living out my spiritual values I am answering a radical call to myself of personal freedom, especially freedom from restraint and fear in order to realise my ‘true’ self, which is linked to my value of love for others. These spiritual qualities of freedom and love enable me to live out authentically and integrally my personal and professional commitment to others in relationship. 





I exercise my value of freedom, too, by creatively producing a thesis that makes use of a narrative form that offers an authentic description and explanation of my educational practice.








Themes in my thesis





Below, I briefly outline the contents of each chapter of my thesis:





Chapter 1





In order to help the reader to contextualise and understand my thesis, I deal with the following ideas in this chapter:


 


1.   Contextualising my thesis


2.   Legitimising my thesis


3.   My standards of judgment


4.   My form of representation


5.   Introducing those with whom I have been conversing








Chapter 2





I persuade Marion, an English teacher, to become a tutor to her colleague, Valerie, an R.E. teacher. I show that care is, for me, a legitimate anxiety to ensure that Marion is as free from fears as is humanly possible. I persuade Valerie to encourage her pupils to write about their own concerns. In reading her pupil, Rose’s, account, I realise my understanding of freedom has become enlarged. I learn from Valerie’s decision not to reply to my correspondence - another aspect of freedom - that she is separate and different from me.








Chapter 3





This chapter is about one of the distinct and original claims I make to educational knowledge (see my Abstract, p. iii  above): I show how my living engagement with my God and John which is enabling John to free himself from his fears, is helping me to author my life, and is part of the interweaving of my values in my educative relationships with others. 








Chapter 4





In order to enable David to become more reflective I move beyond the rational, linear form of the action research cycle to use and embrace the imagination. In using my imagination I compose an interior monologue and discover anew the meaning of care and love, and the importance of not attempting to reduce David to the ‘sameness’ that is me (Levinas in Kearney, 1984).








Chapter 5





Despite efforts to get me to conform to what is expected of me as leader of an action research project, I am determined to control my own life. In taking responsibility for the professional conflict I experience, I describe in two imaginary dialogue how I “become more myself’”and “come to accept ‘where I am’ in life.” But side by side with my effort to deal with conflict and be more myself there is the educational work I am doing with teachers as I relate to them in ways that enable them to improve what they are doing.   








Chapter 6





I am passionately concerned about my own identity and integrity, as I situate myself in the writings of Merton and others. One of these others is Macmurray whose writings emphasise that creating community is about "personal relations." I wish to help create community anew by living out my values of freedom and love through my vows for relatedness, stewardship, and partnership (O Murchu, 1995). 








Chapter 7





How do I now understand my educational development in the light of my thesis question - “How do I come to know my spirituality as I create my own living educational theory?” Distilling my understanding of my educational development and my coming to know my spirituality is helped by the offer of a post-doctorate job.








How are the the chapters linked together? 





What links all the chapters in the thesis together? I believe it is my embodiment of the values of freedom and love, together with authenticity and integrity in relationship with others, that permeates all the chapters. Various people appear in the chapters, of course, and they play their important part, but only within the chapter in which they appear and afterwards are gone. The only person who appears in every chapter as agent, and who is also author of the thesis, is myself. So my question to myself is this: how does my presence throughout the thesis form a link between the chapters? I believe the link is formed through my learning about my educational development. This learning is, I believe, cumulative and developmental, as my learning from each relationship is cumulative and developmental. 

















Note





I use one font, Bookman, throughout my thesis. I use italics and indentation for long quotations from writers and for lengthy conversations with others.





Each chapter starts with a heading in bold, which is followed by a summary of the chapter.  





I use underlined italicised headings in the various chapters, and  italicised sub-headings, without underlining, as sub-sets of the underlined italicised headings. 





At their request, I have preserved in this thesis the anonymity of those teachers and others with whom I worked. When I do use 'real' names, I use surnames for authors, but use both first names and surnames for people for whom anonymity is not important. 
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