Chapter Five: How Moving Towards More Democratic Actions in My Classroom Improved Opportunities 

for Learning



How Do I Theorise?



I have already indicated how my theory evolves primarily in an a posteriori fashion from my four practical studies of singularities [page vii and page 49]. In Part Two of my thesis it is my intention to connect more fully and more critically to literature relating to the theme of more democratic actions in the classroom. This is not to imply that it is a case of theory from the ground up meeting theory from the top down, rather, in releasing myself from the net of hierarchy cast by ‘ground up’ and ‘top down’, is it a case of appreciating the picturing function of the following metaphor as a means to understanding my response to the question ‘How do I theorise?’:



An important metaphor has been with me since early January (1998). In it I am continually walking through four fields (the four singularity studies) in order to get to know the lie (the manner, place, or style in which something is situated) of the land and the assortment of plants, grasses, flowers, weeds and thistles growing in each of the fields. When I feel I have a good knowledge of (or a high degree of familiarity with) the four fields I will enter the fifth field (the development of theory in my thesis). At present it is sunny and the fields occupy both sides of a v-shaped valley. Four fields are on one side and it is possible to look over and see the fifth field. But, most importantly for this thesis, when I go over to the fifth field to become familiar with its inclinations and growth, I can look across to the other side and see the four fields at the same time or, if need be, focus on each of the four fields individually, thereby remembering the land through which and from which I have walked. I can also cross the valley again if I wish or am wished by the poetic power of the metaphor and view the fifth field from the four fields that I know reasonably well. Eventually the two sides of the valley will merge into one and become the ground (a new first field) from which and through which my future teaching and research practice will grow. (Singularity Study Three: pp. 17-18)



It is also worth stressing that there is a strong pragmatic dimension to my understandings, judgements and decisions within action research in which:

the pragmatist defines a concept by acquiring what practical effects it involves in the way of experience and action, and s/he regards these effects as constituting the concepts themselves (Curtis and Boltwood, 1965: p. 471).



As a pragmatist and an action researcher, I open the door into the first emergent and evolving theme from my singularity studies.



More Democratic Actions in My Classroom



As already stated in my singularity studies our school is a boys’ Catholic diocesan secondary shool, named St. John’s College (740 students), which has a priest as principal who lives in the College building with one other priest who is also on the staff of 45 teachers (14 women, 31 men). 



In this chapter I will focus on the first three of my four singularity studies --- 1994 (Chemistry of Physics/Chemistry), 1995 (Mathematics), and 1996 (Chemistry). When addressing the theme of democracy I believe it is important to keep in mind that all of the students in the singularity studies for this thesis were sixth form (17-18 year-old) students in their final year at secondary school in the Republic of Ireland where each student takes seven or eight subjects in their Leaving Certificate Examinations. The large number of students, especially in the Junior classes, the quantity of material to be covered in each subject, some voluntary supervisions by teachers both in the study hall and at the eleven o’clock break are some of the persistent internal and external features intensifying the teaching day and constraining the amount and quality of individual time-and-energy attention that can be given to each student inside the classroom.



There has been a National Curriculum for the final year tests since 1924 when the Leaving Certificate Examinations were first introduced, two years after the foundation of the ‘Free State’ which was later declared a Republic in 1949. The National Curriculum is under constant review. For example, Civic, Social, and Political Education was introduced as a new subject in 1996. It moves from a Local to a National to a European to a Global context in its sense of citizenship and community. At present I am not involved in teaching this subject.



In focusing on more democratic actions in the educative relationships between my sixth form students and me inside the classroom during 1994, 1995 and 1996 I will utilize the notions of student voices and teaching/learning communicative activities to help me further open the door and enter the world of my first theme. In contrast to the present emphasis on student voices, it may be worth reminding the reader that in Chapter Two the focus was more overtly on an educational arena for the expression of my own voice, a particular teacher’s voice.



1.    Student Voices and Teaching/Learning Communicative Activities    



Regarding student voices in Singularity Study One (1994: p. 7) I wrote:



One of the central strands of development in my enquiry is changing my routine teaching practice in the classroom in order to satisfy the students’ stated needs a little more; I will therefore focus mainly on the students’ responses to Q.16 in ‘Imagined Solutions’, giving all of their reponses in their own words (thereby letting the students speak for themselves).



Q.16 was, ‘What changes would you find helpful in the way in which chemistry is taught?’.



The full originating questionnaire of the 1994 study, the students’ responses to Q. 16, and my processing of these responses are given in the Appendices (pp. 302-308). After carefully reflecting on and analysing the students’ responses [pp. 304-307 of Appendices - Singularity Study One: pp. 8-12], I chose the following as my main helping strategies - my main ‘imagined solutions’ - for this group of twenty-one sixth form chemistry students:





In each chemistry class I would try to:



(1)  Check each individual’s Homework (see that an attempt was made) -----------  CH

(2)  use the Students’ Solutions to the homework -------------------------------------   SS

(3)  Invite Questions from the students -------------------------------------------------   IQ

(4)  give Written Homework for the next day ------------------------------------------  WH

(5)  Use the Book more -------------------------------------------------------------------  UB

(6)  Go more Slowly -----------------------------------------------------------------------  GS

(7)  Explain more Clearly -----------------------------------------------------------------  EC

                             (8)  Check students’ Understanding ------------------------------------------------------ CU



I wanted more living out of these eight ‘teaching/learning communicative activities’ (which I called teaching behaviours and teaching areas in June 1994) to become part of my standard teaching practice with this class and considered this teaching/learning web of imagined solutions to be very important at the time (and still feel the same way now - March 1998). After the 1994 singularity study I more deeply appreciated that the eight activities constituted particular ‘living contradiction’ elements of my practice (Whitehead, 1985: p. 56). 



The quality of the dialogue between the sixth form students and me in creating the teaching/learning communicative activities in the 1995 and 1996 singularity studies was, in my view, vastly superior to the quality of the dialogue in establishing the teaching/learning communicative activities in the 1994 study of a singularity:



In 1994 (21 sixth form chemistry students) I elicited the initial grounded information from the students by the sole means of questionnaires.



In 1995 (23 sixth form mathematics students) we used a questionnaire and had a class discussion (using groupwork in processing feedback) during a forty minute period. [See ‘methods for a single event’, page 50 of thesis]

In 1996 (11 sixth form chemistry students) I gave the students a questionnaire and the following week we had a discussion for seventy-five minutes and the day after the discussion I member-checked (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: p. 314) with all of the students regarding my understanding of what we had decided by consensus/majority - see Appendices (page 336) [meaning that I value ‘collaborative intent’ (Lomax, 1994: p. 120) as a criterion in my methodology].



I believe that the initial phase of an action research enquiry is vitally important in terms of contributing to an epistemology that is truly grounded in educational practice and in 1994/1995/1996 I have grown in my appreciation of the need to have as accurate an understanding as possible of what the students are saying to me regarding ways in which they feel I can help them to improve their learning. [In 1997 I worked with one student.]



It is important to state that one way is which I desire my work to be judged is from the perspective of my students; that is, on the extent to which they believed I more fully lived out what they suggested (and it is worth noting that these students were sixth form students with a reasonable degree of maturity and at least one year’s experience of my teaching). This desire is not in any way meant to obscure the fact that I am also accountable to a critical educational community, to the reader, and to myself. 



The main reasons why I changed my nomenclature from teaching behaviours to teaching/learning communicative activities between the 1994 and the 1995 singularity studies were:



In August 1994, Ben Cunningham, acting as a key respondent, mentioned that a reader could possibly misinterpret the word ‘behaviours’ as implying behaviourism. I was not happy with that possible negative implication as I felt it could potentially reduce my intended meanings to a mere mechanistic stimulus-response approach to the human being who was a student in this case. Philosophically, having studied guidance and counselling in 1986-1988, my favoured approach to helping (and teaching as helping to learn is a form of helping human beings) is an eclectic person-centred stance rather than a behaviourist approach because I believe the former has a more wholesome and holistic approach to the human being.



Since the mid-eighties I have been acquainted with Lonergan’s notion of communication as the ‘sharing of a lived meaning’ as well as ‘the transmittal of a message’ (Savary, 1974: p. 48) and I thought that the word ‘communicative’ would be a most appropriate adjective and together with ‘activities’ would keep the focus on the intersubjective and on the teaching/learning interphase between the students and me. Therefore I chose teaching/learning communicative activities.



Since January 30th, 1998, I have come to more fully appreciate that teaching/learning communicative activities, for me, carry the connotations of consciousness raising and praxis along with notions of technique and method. I articulated this viewpoint during a lunch-time meeting with an academic, AK, University of Bath, when it was inferred at one point in the conversation that my work was merely about technique. I am taking one meaning of praxis to be ‘practical, morally committed action’ (McNiff, Lomax, and Whitehead, 1996: p. 129) where I make a moral commitment to enact a teaching/learning communicative activity which has been elicited through dialogue between my sixth form students and myself; for example, Explaining more Clearly with regard to Stating my Train Of Thought (ECSTOT) was one teaching/learning communicative activity which arose in my second singularity study (Singularity Study Two: pp. 10-11).



Through listening to ‘student voices’ in dialogues between my sixth form students (17-18 year-old students) and myself, I elicited (with student input) teaching/learning communicative activities in the 1994/1995/1996 singularity studies which the students felt would help them to improve their learning. I have already stated my belief that there was higher quality dialogue and more listening on my part in the 1995 and 1996 studies than in the 1994 study when I began to develop a methodology for helping my students to improve their learning. 



It is my belief that through listening to my students’ voices which informed the collaboratively elicited and created teaching/learning communicative activities and through the subsequent successful implementation/enactment of those communicative activities over an eight to ten week period we were engaging in more democratic actions in the classroom.



The successful implementations/enactments of the communicative activities were judged by my sixth form students through feedback sheets at the end of class (1994 and 1996), through written feedback by repeating students (1994), through written responses to videotaped lessons (1995), through statistical feedback (1994-1996), and through audiotaped conversations (1995 and 1996), and also judged by critical friends (1994 and 1995) and key respondents who proffered critical feedback for my 1994/1995/1996 reports.



As I believe ‘student voices’ informed and helped form ‘teaching/learning communicative activities’, I will now focus on ‘teaching/learning communicative activities’ in order to tease out more fully the democratic dimension of my work and also to connect to further literature; I will return to ‘student voices’ later.



2.    Teaching/Learning Communicative Activities



In my view, the teaching/learning communicative activities are dialogic activities, dialogic in source and dialogic in action - their meanings are essentially intersubjective. I am struck by the remarkable resonance between the notion of communication as the sharing of a lived meaning and the emphasis on communication and shared experience within Dewey’s notion of democracy (Rockefeller, 1991: p. 240):



A democracy is more than a form of government; it is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experiences. (Dewey, 1916: p. 87)



Rockefeller (1991) notes:



Dewey’s point is not that all associated life automatically provides one with a sense of communion, as some critics seem to suppose, but simply that insofar as a person adopts democratic attitudes and genuinely opens his or her mind and heart to the experience and needs of diverse individuals and groups the sense of belonging, of community, which sustains life is deepened (Rockefeller,1991: p. 246).



All of my sixth form students had experienced my teaching for at least a year (and some for two or three years as Junior students) and, therefore, when they were suggesting ways in which they felt I could improve my teaching they seemed to be drawing on their experiences of my teaching and also stating some of their learning needs. In the three singularity studies under consideration I believe that I opened up my mind more fully to some of the experiences and needs of my sixth form chemistry and mathematics students. In this opening I maintain that I was adopting a more democratic attitude within the educative relationships between the final year students and me.



Further, to my mind, the intersubjective meanings within teaching/learning communicative activities involve notions of ‘associated living’ and ‘shared experiences’ [for example, Checking Students’ Understandings (CSU) - Singularity Study Three: page 5] and as such are potentially profoundly democratic, despite the limitation that my particular ways of helping my students to improve their learning may have placed too much emphasis on what I was doing and not enough attention on the students’ learning (Singularity Study Two: page 91) - an unintended consequence of action (Giddens, 1979: p. 56). Gladly, in my third singularity study I attempted to rectify that limitation somewhat and in my fourth singularity study I concentrated solely on an individual sixth form student’s learning in mathematics.



For Dewey the ‘individual’ and ‘society’ are neither fixed entities nor separate domains (Carr, 1995: p. 85); that is, each has the possibility of ‘growth’ and there is also an organic connection between the two (Rockefeller, 1991: p. 237). This is also my own view regarding people in general, although, rather than think of my students and myself in the classroom as a ‘society’ or as a ‘model of sociey’ I would tend to think of my sixth form students and myself as a group of human beings, enacting ‘roles’ of students and teacher, with the potential for creating a greater sense of community inside and outside the classroom. Nonetheless, I fully acknowledge that there are unequal power relations between my sixth form students and me.



It is my belief, however, that in collaboratively eliciting/creating and in systematically enacting more fully teaching/learning communicative activities during three of the singularity studies I shared some of my power with the sixth form students and helped make our relationship a little less unequal. In learning ‘to (more fully) abdicate my position of centrality’� (Kearney, 1984: p. 63) I believe I helped to empower the sixth form students in involving them in making considered judgements about how they felt they should be taught and also in evaluating� my teaching practices.



Student Voices



Regarding ‘student voices’ and ‘teaching/learning communicative activities’, I am primarily concerned with the individual autonomy of the students and the social relationships between the students and me. This is not to deny the importance of the social relationships among the students nor my own individual autonomy. The three excerpts below from Singularity Study Two help capture I believe the seriousness of my intent to learn to further abdicate my position of centrality, to share some of my power with sixth form students, to encourage the expression of student voices and to act more purposefully on a democratic impulse.



Before looking at the excerpts, it is worth reminding the reader that I had already been in dialogue through interactive journalling and conversations over a number of weeks during late 1994/early 1995 with Ronan M, a gifted sixth form higher level mathematics student (who is now - May 2000 - in his fifth year of medical studies in Dublin), and that an area of enquiry had arisen in an ‘emergent design’ fashion. Both of us felt that the sixth form students in mathematics asked very few questions and so on January 12th, 1995, I gave the students a questionnaire (Singularity Study Two: page 8) in which the third question was, ‘What are your reasons for not asking more questions in the mathematics class?’ [see Appendices (pp. 326-329) for more details]. The students worked in groups on the questionnaire. The groupwork was processed with feedback from each group and then we had an open discussion. The whole session lasted 40 minutes (mentioned on page 78).



                            Excerpt One --- Singularity Study Two (pp. 11-12)



On the day after the students responded to the questionnaire, Ronan and I met for a taped conversation at four o’ clock to review how the exercise went. [I believe feedback within 24 hours is an important principle of classroom observation (Hopkins, 1993: p. 80).] The following is an excerpt:



Ronan    I thought it would be treated as a bit of a joke by most but there were only a few who thought it was funny and when they got down into the groupwork they contributed as much as others who took it seriously.



James    Well -- now I felt even from reading all the individual sheets that there was nobody trying to be smart on the sheets ----- I was very impressed by that now ----- first of all how open they were to it and also the depth of some of the reflections ----- you know.



Ronan   Yeah --- they came up with some good suggestions --- I thought they might be afraid to speak out --- you know because the teacher was there as they were doing the groupwork --- but they all came out with their own suggestions and their own opinions on it.



Overall, the two of us felt the session with the class went well. This was further confirmed by comments from some of the students from the class who watched two videos of my teaching in early February and late March (1995).



Around this time I was beginning to feel the asymmetrical nature of the power relationship between Ronan (a student) and me (a teacher) and desired to bring in a few other students to create more ‘balance’ and greater co-discernment. The following Tuesday I acted on this desire (with the intention of living out more democratic and more socially just actions) and asked four other students along with Ronan if they were willing to watch a videotape of one of our mathematics sessions. They readily agreed.



The following excerpt gives a fuller articulation of my reasons for asking other students to join Ronan in our dialogues.



                                Excerpt Two --- Singularity Study Two (page 21)



Being attracted to the radical call to care for the other (in my work context the most important other for me is the student) in the ‘essential asymmetry’ of Emmanual Lévinas where ‘I become a responsible or ethical ‘I’ to the extent that I agree to depose or dethrone myself - to abdicate my position of centrality - in favour of the vulnerable other’ (Kearney, 1984: p. 63) and fearing a potential asymmetrical-trust (sage/petitioner)� colouring in the nature of the one-to-one dialogic relationship between Ronan and myself, I desired to bring in other students to create a more just (fairer to Ronan) and more democratic (more student voices) balance of interests.



The five students were:



�symbol 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	Donan H (invited because he didn’t appear to be afraid to speak out in class discussion)

�symbol 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	Kenneth K (asked because he is a repeating student)

�symbol 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	Kieran McG (who challenged me on stating my train of thought more clearly)

�symbol 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	Ronan M (a research relationship was already established)

�symbol 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	Barry O'D (who challenged me on my timing of talking when writing on the blackboard)



Further, I felt they had a range of performance levels regarding examination results.  This was confirmed in the trial leaving certificate examination later, three of the students failing, one student obtaining a very good pass, and the other student (Ronan) getting an honour.





The next excerpt contains a February 9th (1995) written comment from Kieran McG as he reflected on the January 12th (1995) meeting with the whole class.



                                Excerpt Three --- Singularity Study Two (page 26)



Kieran McG  I think the whole teacher-class relationship was altered that day. When you asked students for opinions you were treating us like we were all the same level - maturity.  I think this gained you more respect and maybe students are more open in asking questions to a teacher who treats them as senior students. Maybe you should try this or similar experiments on (!) other classes in future to build on your class-teacher relationship. All relationships have input from both sides, the more balanced the better.  Obviously, it cannot be completely balanced as far as input goes, but if the balance is tipped too far in one direction it will not work as well.



To my mind this statement from Kieran (Singularity Study Two) points to a fundamental positive democratic power shift in the direction of the sixth form students in my mathematics class of 1994/1995.



In my view, letting ‘student voices’ through, listening to them and acting on them appropriately are part of the process of enacting a fundamental positive power shift in the students’ favour. The following segments, one from Singularity Study One (1994) and two from Singularity Study Three (1996) are also evidential of the value I place on ‘student voices’ in this enquiry. 



                                          Singularity Study One (page 43)



In November 1994 (six months after the ‘completion’ of the 1994 enquiry) Paul M and Philip N, two students from the 1994 chemistry group who repeated the leaving certificate in 1995, partook in an audiotaped conversation with me:



James F   First of all I gave you a questionnaire ------ and then from reading the questionnaires I thought that some changes were needed in some areas like ‘going more slowly’. Maybe not so much for you Paul (Paul had related ‘at the time you were going fine’) but for some of the others, did you feel that I used the students’ ideas?



Paul M  I felt that you did, like giving and checking homework (WH and CH) and inviting questions (IQ).



James F  So you think that I was using their ideas but the question is, ‘Did the fact that the students felt I was using their ideas help them?’



Paul M  Yes because it makes them feel that they are being listened to because in other classes no other teachers would do this and they just battered on as they were and when you came in here you are actually being listened to for once. So it would help.



In Paul’s view, the students had a sense of being listened to and felt that I was acting on their ideas. I believe the above segment of conversation helps bolster my claim that I was living out empathy and democracy a little more with these students with possible associated positive influences on their learning.



The very significant question of how more democratic actions in the classroom might link to enhanced student learning will be addressed later. (page 96)



                                          Singularity Study Three (page 21)



‘What was your impression of the meeting?’ (This 75-minute meeting at the start of the 1996 study is mentioned on the top of page 79)



[The following responses to the above question were obtained in late November 1996 - early December 1996. There were eleven sixth form students in the chemistry class and all of their reponses are included, which are very favourable apart from David M’s and Aidan R’s concerns about the time invested in the meeting. Jarlath’s invitation to give more independence to the student challenges me to lessen still further the potential ‘learned helplessness’ aspect of my teaching where I do too much for my students.]



I think the meeting went very well. It was the first time that students were given the chance to give their opinions on how they thought they should be taught �. I think that these new measures will help us the students to understand chemistry better and therefore at the end of the day get a good grade in the leaving certificate. (Eamonn F).



It was a very productive and honest meeting in which for once we (the students) finally get our say in the type of work rate and atmosphere in the classroom. (Ethan G).



I felt it was good especially being an informal and relaxed meeting. I feel everyone got a chance to express their opinions. Overall success. (Afnan HZ). 



Very productive and interesting. I feel a lot was learnt from this exercise and that perhaps an improvement will be made. (James K).



I believe that the meeting was productive but I am concerned about the time factor (1 hr 15 min). (David M). 



I feel it was very beneficial to the pupil teacher relationship and the freedom to suggest possible changes in the teaching method was immensely beneficial to us and to you. (David O).



I thought that the meeting was very beneficial for both the teacher and students. We got a lot of topics sorted and a lot of suggestions were made. (Gary P).



Worthwhile - however, a bit too long - wasting some time just discussing the various problems. (Aidan R).



I believe it was beneficial as it clarified important activities and solved any problems we had. (Kevin R).



I feel that the meeting greatly helped the teacher-student relationship because the meeting allowed us to air our problems in a relaxed and open atmosphere. I feel that we covered all points of concern and I feel our learning will benefit greatly from the above [the nine teaching/learning communicative activities (see page 114)]. (Paul R).



I thought the meeting was extremely successful and in some ways it narrowed the gap of communication between teacher and student. It highlighted the thoughts and ideas of the students and these ideas were then discussed. Something that did not feature in the meeting was the idea of students working for themselves. In saying this I mean that since we are now sixth years we know what we have to do and how to work for ourselves. Since there is some pressure on the teacher to complete the course in time, maybe we could do something in order to help out the teacher and take some of the pressure off (Jarlath T).















Singularity Study Three (page 37)



Eamonn F (written response to Q.4�, Jan 18th):  We can now learn much faster because our opinions are being considered.



Afnan HZ (written response to Q.4, Jan 18th): More democracy - listen more to students’ questions.



David M (written response to Q.4, Jan 18th): Diplomacy towards students - we have an equal say.



Additionally, in an audiotaped conversation with David O, on January 29th:



James F  Could you give me an example of where you saw democracy (David O had mentioned ‘democracy and justice’ in a questionnaire) lived out?



David O  For example, the meeting we had (Tuesday, November 28th). Everything was done very democratically. You took a vote on what options we were to proceed with and again today in class with regard to the practicals you asked if tomorrow would suit or if Thursday would suit. So, you let the students decide.



In the above six excerpts [pp. 84-89] I have been attempting to relate some of the seriousness of my intent to learn to further ‘abdicate my position of centrality’ in letting the ‘student voices’ through, listening to them, and acting on them appropriately as part of the process of enacting a fundamental positive power shift in the sixth form students’ favour, thereby claiming that I have been engaging in, and we (my sixth form students and I) have shared in, more democratic actions in the classroom during the 1994/1995/1996 singularity studies.



Admittedly, there were no audiotaped conversations between the sixth form students and me during the first singularity study. And there was much more audiotaped dialogue in the second singularity study than in the third singularity study. Also, I believe the quality of dialogue between students and me and between critical friends and me during the second singularity study was superior to the quality of dialogue in the third singularity study. But, it is important to remind the reader that in the third singularity study there was a greater focus on the learning of students in a specific content area (in chemistry) than in the first two singularity studies where there was a focus on the students’ learning but not on a specific content area of chemistry or mathematics. In the fourth study of singularity I returned to high quality dialogue and eventually focused on one sixth form student’s learning in a specific content area of mathematics.



Indeed, one could argue that I was ‘bifurcating content and teaching processes’ in the first two singularity studies and that I was, at most, engaging in ‘an act of scholarly convenience and simplification in the research’ (Shulman, 1987a: p. 6). However, in the earlier singularity studies I felt it was important that teaching/learning communicative activities had the potential for transferability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: p. 297) to other subject areas apart from chemistry and mathematics and that teachers or lecturers who read my work might engage with their own students in collaboratively eliciting/creating, more fully enacting, and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities which the students felt could be lived out more fully in a particular subject with a view to helping the students to improve their understandings. I first read Shulman’s paper (Shulman, 1987a) in late 1997 and I am heartened to see that ‘checking for student understanding during interactive teaching’ is foundational in the evaluation phase of Shulman’s ‘Model of Pedagogical Reasoning and Action’ (Shulman, 1987a: p. 15) and that this arose naturally as a teaching/learning communicative activity in my 1994 study of a singularity and in a more informed fashion� in the 1996 singularity study [Checking Students’ Understandings (CSU)]. Another interesting feature about ‘checking for student understanding’ is that it is also a way of giving expression to ‘student voices’ regarding their own learning in the classroom.



 

Human Freedom and Social Relationships



Before further addressing the issue of students’ learning, I wish to include a relevant exchange of email correspondences between Jack Whitehead and myself because they refer to the relationship between human freedom and social relationships (page 83) which I believe are crucial central issues in one’s approach to democracy. I choose the switch from Ronan and me to five students and me (first paragraph, Excerpt Two, page 85) as a concrete ‘moment’ of significance and as a particular practical expression of my philosophical stance articulated in my email correspondence to Jack Whitehead below.



In the first email I include an excerpt from Jack Whitehead’s response to my August 1996 report, ‘An Autobiographical Account of Some of My Learnings’.



Email from Jack Whitehead (September 6th, 1996)



Dear James, ----- I find myself drawn to a focus on page 7, where you say that you are attracted to the words of Emmanual Levinas, spoken in conversation with Richard Kearney. My point of focus is:



‘As soon as I acknowledge that is ‘I’ who am responsible, I accept that my freedom is anteceded by an obligation to the other.... Even if I deny my primordial responsibility to the other by affirming my own freedom as primary, I can never escape the fact that the other has demanded a response from me before I affirm my freedom not to respond to his (or her) demand.’



I really feel that you are helping me (a reader) to understand your meaning of committed service in/to education.



I also felt privileged to be invited to share and respond to this autobiography of some of your learnings. I’m curious about my own attention to my response to you. ----- What I’m curious about is that I feel invited to give a response from within your own commitment to relationship where freedom is anteceded by an obligation to the other. 



Since my early twenties I’ve been conscious of acknowledging the freedom at the core of my being which up to now has been passionately life affirming whilst being certain of my own death and being certain that I could choose death at any time. This freedom has anteceded my obligation to the other. --- Warm regards, Jack.

Email from James Finnegan (September 7th, 1996)



Jack,



When I first quoted Levinas I felt that your view would be different to Levinas’s with regard to freedom and obligation to another.



Your understanding that in my commitment to relationship that my freedom is anteceded by an obligation to the other (I am still wondering if this is true) and your expressed view that the ‘passionately life affirming’ freedom you described has anteceded your obligation to the other helped to create a dialectical tension in my mind over the last couple of days even though I was out with others cycling, etc.



This I feel is my present thinking on the matter:



Firstly I believe I freely choose my commitments (e.g. teaching, action research, hill walking): these commitments bring involvement in other people’s lives and the nature of these involvements creates a new context within which I exercise my freedom. The freedom context in teaching, for me, involves commitment to helping others to learn and the ‘obligation to the other’ emanates from within, discerned in my mood. I know I am paid to help but I also want to help. For me, at present, the word ‘antecede’ creates a ‘philosophical cramp’ and so I’ll let it be for now. ---- Warm regards, James.



To me, there is resonance between the potential for building community within the last paragraph of two years ago (the above email) and the organic stance within the following (which I first read in March 1998) which is part of  Carr’s (1995) argument that the philosophy of Dewey has relevance for reconstructing the relationship between education and democracy today:



Thus, for Dewey, the ‘individual’ and ‘society’ are neither fixed entities nor separate domains [but they are distinctive - own comment]. They are both elements within a single process of ‘growth’ - an endless spiral whereby individuals use their intelligence to reshape the society by which they themselves have been shaped, in order to make it more conducive to the development of their individual freedom. (Carr, 1995: p. 85)



In the nineteenth century, a very different version of the relationship between the ‘individual’ and ‘society’ was prevalent: the ‘individual’ of a liberal democracy was understood as 



‘someone who existed apart from society and ‘society’ was understood as nothing more than the aggregation of isolated individuals pursuing their private ends’ (Carr, 1995: p. 83).



It appears that this was largely as a result of impassioned and intensely human efforts to gain 



‘emancipation of life from external restrictions which operated to the exclusive advantage of the class to whom a past feudal system consigned power’ (Dewey, 1916: p. 92).



A downside, for me, of such an atomistic view of the private individual is that it is quite anti-human in perspective in that it denies the social nature of an individual. For example, language, which is so close to thought, is always learned through social contact with others; loneliness itself is born out of a need to be with others and is something existential as well as psychological in my view as is joy in being with others�; and if I speak it is usually to another.



It seems to me that a much more alienated and alienating kind of atomistic view of the individual to that of the downside of the nineteenth century version can gain footing today within a neo-liberal approach to the economy where ‘market choice replaces democratic participation as the touchstone of human freedom’ [Lauder (1991) in Halsey, Lauder, Brown & Stuart Wells, 1996: p. 385] and in which a neo-liberal ontology denies the notion of society.� 

However, in Dewey’s conception of liberal democracy which takes account of the social nature of an individual, individual freedom was not a starting point but an end-point that could be achieved only in and through a certain form of social life (Carr, 1995: p. 84). This is consistent with my own view of the connection between human freedom and social relationships expressed in my notion of my commitment to students where ‘the nature of these involvements creates a new context within which I exercise my freedom’ (page 92). It is also consistent with my view of the sixth form students and myself in the classroom as a group of persons with the potential to form a more democratic community. Finally, it is consistent with the democratic impulse that urged me further into social relationships with the sixth form students in switching from Ronan and me to five students and me (first paragraph, Excerpt Two, page 85) in order to create more of a power balance between the students and me. In this ‘switching’, I find it difficult to appreciate how Hayek, in his ‘theory of individual liberty’, can separate individual freedom and choice from power and thereby reject a rich notion of participatory democracy as espoused by Dewey [Lauder (1991) in Halsey et al, 1996: p. 383 and p. 385]. 



A Structural Support for Me in an Irish Context



It is my belief that a market philosophy hasn’t dominated the Republic of Ireland Department of Education and Science’s approach to education�. The first paragraph under ‘Education and the State’ in the recent White Paper on Education, Charting our Education Future (Government of Ireland, 1995) states



The State’s role in education arises as part of its overall concern to achieve economic prosperity, social well-being and a good quality of life within a democratically structured society. This concern affirms fundamental human values and confers on the State a responsibility to protect the rights of individuals and to safeguard the common good. Education is a right for each individual and a means to enhancing well-being and quality of life for the whole of society. (p. 4) 



An excerpt from the section under ‘School Ethos’ reads



While each school may properly nurture its particular ethos, it is also obliged to acknowledge and reflect the principles and requirements of a democratic society, respecting the diverse beliefs and ways of life of others. (p. 9)



And, finally, a segment from a section under ‘Societal and Individual Development through Education’ relates



Education empowers individuals to participate fully and creatively in their communities. Time spent in education is not just a preparation for life, but is also a lengthy and important period of life itself. For this reason, the importance of collective, as well as individual, development is a key educational aim. ---- The education system should help to build up and empower communities economically, socially and culturally. (p. 10)



The above excerpts from the 1995 DOE� White Paper on Education, in my view, show that in the Republic of Ireland there is a strong social dimension to the DES’s approach to education and to the people involved in education. The third excerpt places an emphasis on communities within societal and individual development thereby, in my view, inferring an organic connection between the individual and society. Without growing complacent towards government stategies, this is a structural support for me in my efforts to build a democratic sense of community in the classroom.



Conclusion



I will close this section (which started on page 81) with the following statement concerning teaching/learning communicative activities:



It is my belief that through collaboratively eliciting/creating, enacting more fully and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities with the sixth form students I have learned to further ‘abdicate my position of centrality’ in letting ‘student voices’ through, listening to them, and acting on them appropriately as part of the process of enacting a fundamental positive power shift in the sixth form students’ favour. I have also learned to value more fully the organic nature of, and the organic connection between, the human freedom of an individual and the social relationships within the ‘society’ of the classroom. I therefore claim that I have deepened my understanding of, and have been engaging in, and we - the students and me - have shared in, more democratic actions in the classroom during the 1994, 1995, and 1996 singularity studies.



I would now like to connect to an intention stated earlier [page 87] and address the very significant question of how more democratic actions in the classroom might link to enhanced student learning. 



3.    How Do More Democratic Actions in the Classroom 

Link to Enhanced Student Learning?



In this section I will focus chronologically on my first three singularity studies (1994, 1995, 1996). Regarding the relationship between teaching/learning communicative activities and democracy it seems to me that when the students and I were collaboratively eliciting/creating the communicative activities towards the beginning of the three singularity studies [and there was more dialogue at the beginning of the 1995 and 1996 studies than at the beginning of the 1994 study and more member checking at the start of the 1996 study than at the start of the 1995 study (pp. 78-79)], we were engaging in a form of direct democracy. When the teaching/learning communicative activities were being enacted we were effectively engaged in representative democracy (where I, as a teacher, through my own consciousness raising and praxis was representing some of the 

interests of the students). Finally, when the students gave comments [1994, 1995 (especially) and 1996] and ratings (1994, 1995, and 1996) in evaluating the teaching/learning communicative activities we were once again engaging in direct democracy. 



One could possibly argue that the way in which the communicative activities were created in the 1994 study involved a degree of ‘vote rigging’ on my behalf ( or ‘voice rigging’ in the way I presented the study) - or ‘directed democracy’! - because of the lack of consultation immediately after the initial questionnaire at the beginning of my first singularity study. Nonetheless, there is sufficient truth in my singularity studies in my view to warrant the establishment of a positive connection between living out teaching/learning communicative activities (which were ‘living contradiction’ elements of my teaching practice) more fully over a ten week period and enacting more democratic actions in the classroom. It is worth reiterating that in living out the communicative activities more fully over time I was overcoming the denial of important educational values (values related to student learning and embodied in the communicative activities) for both the sixth form students and myself - negating a negation in the Whitehead (1993: p. 56) sense of the term, a key dynamic element in my methodology [page 48].



Because of my belief in the connection between (i) eliciting/creating, enacting more fully, and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activies and (ii) living out more democratic actions in the classroom, when I ask, ‘How do more democratic actions in the classroom link to enhanced student learning?’, I am effectively asking, ‘How do eliciting/creating, enacting more fully, and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities in the classroom link to enhanced student learning?’. Additionally, as part of my argument for claiming the democratic thrust of my research enterprise I again appeal to the positive resonance between teaching/learning communicative activities and the dynamics of ‘associated living’ and ‘conjoint communicated experiences’ within Dewey’s 



‘A democracy is more than a form of government; it is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experiences’ [(Dewey, 1916: p. 87) and pp. 81-82 of this chapter]. 



So my new question is: 



         4.    How Do Eliciting/Creating, Enacting More Fully, and Evaluating 

             Teaching/Learning Communicative Activities in the Classroom

                              Link to Enhanced Student Learning?



                     Singularity Study One [Mar 8th 1994 - May 17th 1994]



While my earlier dialogue (page 90) with some of Shulman’s work may suggest one way in which two different approaches to theory generation can meet [in relation to Checking Students’ Understandings (CSU)], I accept the point that in focusing too much on the ‘teaching processes’ in the first study of a singularity, I inadvertently failed to connect adequately to specific learnings of specific students in specific content areas of chemistry as the following dialogue with self confirms (Singularity Study One: pp. 40-41):



                                  Chemical Content of the Students’ Learning



Excuse me James, a question for you as you write.



Please don’t interrupt me; I’m writing a thesis.



‘Have you got one credible piece of research evidence that one of your students improved his understanding in a particular area of chemistry?’ 



No (gulp!)



Is that a cause for alarm?



Not really.



Why not?

Because when I was engaged in this research I felt that my primary purpose was to respond to the students’ responses to the question ‘What Changes Would You Find Helpful In The Way In Which  Chemistry Is Taught?’ and to show that I have responded successfully to my students’ suggested ways of improving my teaching practice, the eight transcendental communicative activities listed (below) [see next page], and to try and gather some evidence that the majority of the students’ learning improved.



Transcendental? (Are you getting metaphysical!?)



Transcendental in the sense that the teaching, communicative activities could be utilised for other subjects and that one is not confined to only chemistry.



Why ‘not really’?



I feel I was focusing too much on living out changes in my teaching practice suggested by my students (I was looking at me serving them) and not enough at their learning (I wasn’t looking enough at them).  



In what ways did you look at their learning?



I obtained written feedback from three repeating students and in November1994 two other students and I had an audiotaped conversation about the project. I  analysed some test results and I also elicited ratings from the students regarding their perceptions of their disimprovement/improvement in learning in the classroom and at home.



Okay, that’s it for now; are you willing to be quizzed again?



Yes. I look forward to that! (phew!)



The experiences of healthy tension described above (which act as prompts for action) and the resolution of the dialectical tensions within these experiences are, in my view, central elements within one’s reflective practice in the Whitehead living educational theory approach (Whitehead, 1985 and 1993) to educational action research, where one, through negating the negation of valued practices, attempts to live prized educative-relationship values more fully in teaching/learning over time.









The following were the teaching/learning communicative activities for Singularity Study One (Singularity Study One: pp. 10-11):



In each chemistry class I would try to:



(1)  Check each individual’s Homework (see that an attempt was made) -----------  CH

(2)  use the Students’ Solutions to the homework -------------------------------------   SS

(3)  Invite Questions from the students -------------------------------------------------   IQ

(4)  give Written Homework for the next day ------------------------------------------  WH

(5)  Use the Book more -------------------------------------------------------------------  UB

(6)  Go more Slowly -----------------------------------------------------------------------  GS

(7)  Explain more Clearly ----------------------------------------------------------------- EC

(8)  Check students’ Understanding [see page 90 above] ---------------------------- CU



The student sources for each communicative activity are listed in the Appendices (pp. 306-307).



The student sources [Appendices (pp. 306-307)] help establish that the sixth form chemistry students had a significant input into the eight teaching/learning communicative activities utilized during the 1994 study: seven of the eight communicative activities were enacted to a statistically significant degree from the viewpoints of the sixth form students as shown in table S1.16 (Singularity Study One: pp. 31-33). [The relevant questionnaire and the resultant full details for table S1.16 are in the Appendices (pages 314 and 317 respectively).]



Table S1.16.   Students’ mean ratings for the eight teaching/learning communicative      

                     activities.

   Teaching /

   Learning

   Activity�

CH�

SS�

IQ�

WH�

UB�

GS�

EC�

CU��

Mean Value�

2·33�

2·57

�

2�

3·48�

·14�

1·29�

1·86�

1·67

��Level of 

Significance

[Wilcoxon’s T statistic]�

    .01�

  .01�

  .01�

  .01� 

 None�

    .01�

  .01�

  .01��

The following rating scale� was used:



Ratings�         -5�       -3�        -1�   0�     1�      3�     5��Verbal Description�disimproved a lot�disimproved a good bit�disimproved slightly�same�improved slightly�improved a good bit�improved a lot��

In Singularity Study One, tables S1.9 (p. 26), S1.10 (p. 26) [Appendices (pp. 322-323)], and S1.11 (p. 27) [below] provide evidence of improved test results. Admittedly, the students’ June Leaving Certificate test results were for physics and chemistry combined as a single subject with no way of getting the separate chemistry and physics marks for this subject from the DES (I rang the Department on this matter). Nevertheless, I am including table S1.11 here along with some comments from the first singularity study to help me argue my case that most of the students’ learning in chemistry improved between February 1994 and June 1994.



The following in an extract from Singularity Study One (page 27):



Table S1.11.   The students’ Trial Leaving and Leaving Certificate results [1994].

  Physics/Chemistry

    (combined)�Number of students who obtained an honour�Number of students who obtained a pass�Number of students who failed��

Trial Leaving (Feb)

�

5 students�

5 students�

11 students��

  Leaving (June)

�

10 students�

5 students� 

6  students��

Sixteen students improved their results in physics and chemistry combined between February and June [see Appendices (page 324) for more individual detail]. I am making the reasonable assumption that some of this improvement was due to the students’ improved effort and performance in chemistry. 



[I think it is important to distinguish between student effort and student performance in tests. In my view, a student’s test result is quite an accurate reflection of that student’s present level of knowledge but only possibly an indication of the effort made by that student in achieving that performance mark. In recognising that students also have different capabilities (which are vast and perhaps unlimited if we choose to allow this possibility) and different aptitudes (rates of learning), I clearly realize there is a significant degree of complexity involved in coming to understand some chemistry. However, my argument above is based on the notion of reasonable probability (rather than a specific cognitive theory) that, for most of the sixteen sixth form students, both their efforts and their performances in chemistry improved between February 1994 and June 1994.]



The sixth form chemistry students’ self ratings for improved learning in the classroom and at home for chemistry (which were statistically significant improvement ratings) are displayed in tables S1.19 and S1.20 of the 1994 singularity study (Singularity Study One: pages 36 and  37) [Appendices (pp. 319-320); see also page 316 of the Appendices for important data for table S1.19 (page 319)]. Two provisionally true propositions which followed from the statistically significant student ratings for their enhanced learning in my first singularity study (Singularity Study One: page 37) were:



Most of the students’ learning in the classroom (chemistry) improved. 

      [sixteen students out of twenty-one students]�



Most of the students’ learning at home (chemistry) improved.

      [seventeen students out of twenty-one students]



Today (April 3rd, 1998), I have once again checked the sixth form student ratings for improved learning in chemistry in the classroom and at home, and connecting to the above

fact that ‘Sixteen students improved their results in physics and chemistry combined between February and June’ [page 101], I see that twelve of these sixteen students gave themselves an improvement rating for their chemistry learning in the classroom and that two students out of the other four students gave themselves an improvement rating for their chemistry learning at home. This means that fourteen students out of the sixteen students who improved their grades in physics and chemistry combined gave themselves an improvement rating for their chemistry learning in the classroom or at home (with six students of the twelve students also giving themselves an improvement rating for their home chemistry learning).



In an effort to arrive at a provisionally true statement from the last five pages I will summarise:



1. High probability: The sixth form chemistry students had a significant input into the eight teaching/learning communicative activities utilized during the 1994 study.



2. Fact: Sixteen students out of twenty-one students improved their results in physics and chemistry combined taken as a single subject between February 1994 and June 1994 - I was teaching the chemistry side; twenty students out of twenty-one students improved their marks in chemistry between November 1993 and May 1994 [Appendices (pp. 321-322)]. The 1994 study lasted from March 8th until May 17th 1994 during which time seven of the teaching/learning communicative activities were successfully enacted from the viewpoints of the majority of the sixth form chemistry students.



3. Fact: Fourteen students out of the sixteen students who improved their grades in physics and chemistry combined between February 1994 and the Leaving Certificate in June 1994 gave themselves an improvement rating for their learning of chemistry in the classroom or at home for the period between March 8th 1994 and May 17th 1994.



4. Reasonable Probability: There is a reasonable probability (rather than a specific cognitive theory) that the efforts, performances and therefore learning in chemistry improved between February 1994 and June 1994 for the majority of the twenty-one sixth form chemistry students.



Before stating my provisionally warranted belief based on the above four points, I would like to strengthen the reasonableness of the probability in point 4. In all of this activity I am conscious of not forgetting to treat students as complex individuals.



Table S5.1 and table S5.2, respectively, give the students’ satisfaction for learning and teaching in chemistry (my subject) and other subjects. Table S5.1 compares very favourably with table S5.2 in showing that the students’ satisfaction levels for their learning of chemistry in the classroom and at home and for my teaching of chemistry increased considerably between March 8th 1994 and May 17th 1994 compared with their satisfaction levels for learning and teaching in other subjects.



Table S5.1. Students’ satisfaction with their learning and my teaching in chemistry.



     21  Students

�

Learning Classroom�

  Learning Home�

       My Teaching��

March 8th, 1994

�

   5 Yes 16 No

�

    0 Yes 21 No�

8Yes 12 No 1 Neither��

May 17th, 1994

�

   16 Yes 5 No�

    15 Yes 4 No�

19 Yes 2 No��

Table S5.2. Students’ satisfaction with learning and teaching in other subjects.



     21  Students

�

Learning Classroom�

  Learning Home�

  Other Teaching��

March 8th, 1994

�

   12 Yes 9 No

�

    4 Yes 17 No�

12 Yes 9 No��

May 17th, 1994

�

10 Yes 10 No 1 Y/N�

    10 Yes 11 No�

 8 Yes 11 No 2 Other��

Based on the above four statements and the information gleaned from the above two tables, my provisionally warranted belief is:



In successfully enacting seven collaboratively elicited and created teaching/learning communicative activities during March 8th - May 17th 1994 I helped the majority of twenty-one sixth form chemistry students to improve their learning in chemistry between February 1994 and June 1994 when the students did their Leaving Certificate examination in physics/chemistry combined. [See, also, page 62]



At this stage, I believe I have established that, with my sixth form students (17-18 year-old students), I have been involved in ‘eliciting/creating, enacting more fully, and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities in the classroom’ and that, probabilistically, there has been ‘enhanced student learning’ for the majority of the sixth form chemistry students in the 1994 study. But the question still remains, ‘How do eliciting/creating, enacting more fully, and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities in the classroom link to enhanced student learning?’



In my view, the probabilities in points 1 and 4 (page 103) [see, for example, page 110, page 163, and the Appendices (page 333 and pp. 341-343)] were much higher in the second and third singularity studies than in the first study of a singularity (1994) [which I consider to be the weakest of my studies, especially in relation to the quality of dialogue]; therefore, the 1995 and 1996 studies will be included along with the 1994 study in the discussion that follows. I again note the connection, as I see it, between 

(i) eliciting/creating, enacting more fully and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activies and (ii) living out more democratic actions in the classroom, which leads me to claim that when I ask, ‘How do more democratic actions in the classroom link to enhanced student learning?’, I am effectively asking, ‘How do eliciting/creating, enacting more fully, and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities in the classroom link to enhanced student learning?’ [page 97].



In focusing on teaching/learning communicative activities between the sixth form students and me I am focusing primarily on social interactions which the sixth form students believed would help them to enhance their learning. Because of this emphasis on educative social interactions I am drawn to Vygotsky’s notion of the zone of proximal development:



the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers (Vygotsky, 1978: p. 86).



Wood (1998) defines the zone of proximal development as 



the ‘gap’ that exists for an individual (child or adult) between what s/he is able to do alone and what s/he can achieve with help from one more knowledgeable or skilled than herself/himself. (Wood, 1998: p. 26)



On a fundamental point of resonance with Vygotsky’s ‘social constructivism’ and the emphasis it places on social interaction (Wood, 1998: p. 39) it is worth stating that Dewey’s educational theory and psychology are founded upon the idea that there is an organic connection between the individual and society and that the mind of the individual is developed in and through the interaction of the two (Rockefeller, 1991: p. 237). In developing a more democratic and educative notion of ‘society’ for my classroom, it seems to me that both Dewey (1859-1952) and Vygotsky (1896-1934) have a positive contribution to make regarding social interactions within ‘a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experiences’ (Dewey, 1916: p. 87) as these relate to students’ zones of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978: p. 86)�. In my own work, for the 1994, 1995, and 1996 singularity studies, the students were involved in creating the kinds of social interactions (which I named teaching/learning communicative activities) which the students felt would help them to improve their learning; and these teaching/learning communicative activities were ‘generated’ in response to the activating and socially interactive question, ‘How can I help you to improve your learning?’ (Laidlaw and Whitehead, 1995: p. 2).



While acknowledging that placing too much emphasis on ‘social interactions’ within teaching and learning could possibly lead to a form of learned helplessness for the student, one great attraction of Vygotsky’s theory, in my view, is that it offers a way of conceptualizing individual differences in ‘educability’; and in this regard it gains ground on Piaget’s theory which has little or nothing to say about the issue (Wood, 1998: p. 27)�. More of  Vygotsky’s work will be discussed ahead, especially during the fourth study of a singularity (1997) [Chapter Eleven].



However, in taking cognizance of individual differences in addressing the link between teaching/learning communicative activities and enhanced student learning, I believe it is important to hear individual ‘student voices’ as expressed through some specific sixth form student impressions of what they felt helped them to improve their learning during the 1994, 1995, and 1996 singularity studies. [pp. 107-118 ahead]



Individual Sixth Form Student Impressions of What They Felt Helped 

Them to Improve Their Learning During the 1994, 1995, and 1996 Singularity Studies



                     Singularity Study One [March 8th - May 17th 1994]



The following written comments from three repeating students, Paul H, Darren H and John D, state some of the activities that these students found helpful to their learning (see page 78 for the teaching/learning communicative activities and their codes):



Paul H   ‘I think the fact that you took time to explain more clearly (EC) the answers to the questions given for homework (WH) has helped this year. Last year it was more or less (1) Give homework (2) We do homework (3) Take answers down from board. Checking to see if answers are understood by students has also helped (CU).’

Darren H   ‘I personally found this year’s teaching a lot better than last year’s and I have a better understanding of the subject than last year. It may be the fact that you have taken a lot of interest in your students this year trying to get their views on your teaching methods and what things they would like to do more of (empathic understanding). Slowing down (GS) and getting the students more involved in the class (SS and IQ and CU) is of good advantage as the students can pick up things better when things are explained more easily (EC).’



‘I think what you are doing now with the questionnaires will help you get to know what are the best methods for teaching future students and I hope you will have success with it.’



John D  ‘Last year there wasn’t a lot of teacher/pupil interaction i.e. the student wasn’t asked a lot of questions on any given subject. This year there is more emphasis on questioning a student (IQ - inviting questions from the students) and giving him an opportunity for the teacher to explain difficult areas in the course (EC).

Last year, there was no groupwork. Different approaches have been tried to teach the student in a more understanding way (a more empathic approach); that is, groupwork gives the chance for a strong student to help a weaker student understand difficult areas (preferential option for students with poorer results). 



A lot of questionnaires have been given out to help the teacher understand more of the students’ needs. Both parties are being helped: the teacher learns different methods of teaching and the student is taught in a more understanding way (more empathic understanding).’



The three reports above were obtained from the three repeating students in late May 1994 as they reflected on and compared my March-May 1994 teaching with my March-May 1993 teaching (Singularity Study One: pp. 24-25).



The excerpt (Singularity Study One: page 43) used as ‘student voices’ evidence earlier in this chapter (pp. 86-87) includes a segment from a conversation with Paul M in November 1994, six months after the completion of the first singularity study (Paul M repeated the Leaving Certificate in 1995), and points to three teaching/learning communicative activities [WH, CH, and IQ (page 78)] that may have helped the sixth form students to improve their learning during the 1994 study.





Singularity Study Two [January 12th - March 30th 1995]



Firstly, the following are the teaching/learning communicative activities (with their codes)� and the statistical aspect of their evaluation [see Appendices (pp. 331-332) for more detail] by twenty-three sixth form mathematics students in the second study of a singularity (Singularity Study Two: pp. 72-73):



LI	     = 	LInking to previous day’s work.



ECSTOT  = 	Explaining Clearly, Stating my Train Of Thought.



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

                       blackboard.	



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

                       understand.



IQ	    =	 Inviting the students to ask Questions.



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



Reminder:   [1 = slightly, 2 = reasonable amount, and 3 = ‘a fair bit’]

	

�symbol 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�     My LI practice improved by a reasonable amount or more for the majority of 

      students (15 students ( rating 2).



�symbol 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	My ECSTOT practice improved from slightly to a reasonable amount for the majority of students (19 students ( rating 1 and 10 students ( rating 2).



�symbol 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	My ECTW practice improved from slightly to a reasonable amount for the majority of students (19 students ( rating 1 and 10 students ( rating 2).



�symbol 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	My GS practice improved slightly to a reasonable amount for the majority of students (17 students ( rating 1 and 9 students ( rating 2).



�symbol 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	My IQ practice improved by ‘a fair bit’ or more for the majority of students 

      (15 students ( 3).



�symbol 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h�	My practice in SU improved from slightly to a reasonable amount for the majority of the students (19 students ( rating 1 and 8 students ( rating 2).



In summary, for a majority of the sixth form mathematics students: 



I improved from slightly to a reasonable amount for ECSTOT, ECTW, GS and SU over the time of the 1994/1995 enquiry (January 12th until March 30th);



I improved by a reasonable amount or more for LI; and, finally,



I improved ‘a fair bit’ or more for IQ.



[Again, 1 = slightly, 2 = reasonable amount, and 3 = ‘a fair bit’]	



This summary, I believe, is consistent with the mean values ECSTOT (1.72), ECTW (1.67), GS (1.26), SU (1.59), LI (2.22) and IQ (2.7), which were judged to have .01 levels of significance [using Wilcoxon’s T statistic].



It is worth bearing in mind that every student improved his grade between February 1995 and June 1995 [Honour = A, B, C;  Pass = D;  Fail = E, F] and the overall improvement for the whole class was terrific as confirmed by the following table (Singularity Study Two: page 76). [see Appendices (page 333) for the data leading to table S2.12 below]



Table S2.12.    Numbers of students obtaining an honour, pass, and fail in 

                        mathematics.

Examination�Number of Students

Obtaining an Honour�Number of Students

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

Certificate

(February 1995)�

3 students�

8 students�

12 students

��Leaving Certificate

(June 1995)�

16 students�

6 students�

1 student��

I believe my improved practice during this classroom action research enquiry, which lasted from January 12th (1995) until March 30th (1995), contributed to the sixth form students’ improved understanding of mathematics between February and June, and to their better examination results in June 1995.



Secondly, regarding the connections between what I was doing and the students’ learning, the following are some incisive written comments from three of the sixth form mathematics students who acted as ‘critical friends’ to me during the 1995 singularity study (Singularity Study Two: p. 42 and p. 53):



                                      Kenneth K (May 3rd, 1995)



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



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



                                         Kieran McG (May 19th, 1995)	



‘Did my understanding of mathematics improve between the making of the two videos?’

[between February 2nd and March 30th] Yes. Why?



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



‘Was a better working atmosphere created?’ Yes. Why?



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



‘How big a contributory factor was it?’



Impossible to say! But I would guess somewhere around helpful and worthwhile.



                                             Ronan M (May 22nd, 1995)  



I think that the ‘ratings’ of teaching practice are a fair reflection on the efforts made by the teacher to adapt to the student suggestions of January 12th, 1995. [see Appendices (page 331)]



The students have given a 1.95 rating [mean value] to their understanding of mathematics (UM) [see Appendices (page 332)]. So what does this figure mean? I think that this figure of 1.95 means that students are now able to grasp/understand topics whilst they are being covered in school rather than having to study them at home and, in this sense, their understanding of maths has improved.



Paul M’s comment in the 1994 study that ‘when you came in here you are actually being listened to for once’ (page 87) and Kieran’s McG’s comment in the 1995 study, 



‘you involved the class at a basic level in your research - lessened the gap between teacher and student’ (page 111), 



point to improved communication between the sixth form students and me during the two enquiries. To my mind, this higher quality communication was chiefly articulated and embodied in the collaborative elicitation/creation, greater enactment, and evaluation of the teaching/learning communicative activities during the respective studies of singularities.



Kenneth’s comment that my 



‘change in practice, although not huge [I agree], has led to a more relaxed atmosphere in the classroom, leading to students having greater confidence in themselves and therefore being able to take advantage of the class so as to better their understanding of mathematics’ (page 111)



was confirmed in part by Ronan’s comment above that 



‘students are now able to grasp/understand topics whilst they are being covered in school rather than having to study them at home and, in this sense, their understanding of maths has improved’. 

Kenneth’s comments (page 111) together with Kieran’s appreciation of the mutifactorial nature of the process of students gaining a greater understanding in mathematics (page 111) reflect the complexity of articulating the link(s) between teaching/learning communicative activities and individual enhanced student learning, especially with regard to the fine-tuned why and how of the what that helps to bring about greater understanding for the student, especially when students’ views on this matter are taken into account.



I have written earlier (page 90) that ‘one could argue that I was “bifurcating content and teaching processes” (Shulman, 1987a: p. 6) in the first two singularity studies’. In the third singularity study (1996), as well as eliciting/creating, enacting more fully, and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities, I attempted to get closer to specific student learnings in chemistry. Did the 1996 study bring me any closer to the how and why of the what that helped the student to improve his learning?



              Singularity Study Three [November 23rd 1995 - February 5th 1996]



Firstly, I will give the rating scale, the nine teaching/learning communicative activities�, and the students’ ratings  for each of these activities over the time of the enquiry 

(Singularity Study Three: pp. 51-52).



The following scale was used:



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













The nine codes and their meanings are:



IQ  Inviting the students to ask Questions.



ECDPT  Explaining Clearly regarding Details, Practical applications, and Talk before practical.



ECTW  Explaining Clearly regarding timing of Talking when Writing on the board.



GSM  Going Slowly when doing the more difficult Mathematical questions.



GFT  Going Faster with the non-mathematical Theory.



CSU  Checking Students’ Understandings of class/laboratory work and homework.



CLH  CLarifying the Homework regarding a little direction for more challenging questions.



CH  Checking each student’s Homework and grading it (focusing on learning progress ).



TEST  TEST at the end of each chapter.



Table S3.8.   Students’ responses to the ‘final’ questionnaire for the nine 

                     teaching/learning communicative activities. 

Name�IQ�ECDPT�ECTW�GSM�GFT�CSU�CLH�CH�T��Eamonn F�0�5�0�5�1�5�1�5�1��Ethan G�3�3�1�5�-1�0�3�5�5��Afnan HZ�1�5�0�3�3�1�1�3�1��James K�-1�3�1�3�3�5�3�5�1��David M�5�5�0 �5�5�5�3�5�3��David O�1�3�3�5�5�3�3�5�3��Gary P�1�3�3�0�1�3�3�3�0��Aidan R�3�3�0�5�3�3�3�5�3��Kevin R�3�5�3�3�5�5�5�5�5��Paul R�-1�5�1�5�5�5�3�5�5��Jarlath T�0�5�0�3�5�5�0�5�5��Mean Value�

1.36�

4.09�

1.09�

3.81�

3.18�

3.64�

2.55�

4.64�

2.91��

The mean value 1.36 for IQ is statistically significant (T = 6, N = 9) at a .05 level . The mean value 1.09 for ECTW is also statistically significant at a .05 level. All of the other means are statistically significant at a .01 level , using the Wilcoxon T statistic, which doesn’t necessarily have to be used if a teacher-researcher felt that the overall  mean value and the particular column of ratings given by the students provide sufficient information. [Here, it is important to acknowledge my openness to the possibility of transferability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: p. 297) and relatability (Bassey, 1995: p. 111) in my account.]



Secondly, Kenneth’s statement regarding a connection between a more relaxed atmosphere and enhanced learning in the 1995 study (page 111) was echoed by David M and Paul R in the 1996 study (Singularity Study Three: pp. 34-35):



                   Some Student Value-Reasons for Their Improved Learning



                                         Less Tense - More Relaxed



James F  In what way did you think the meeting was productive? Do you remember when we had the discussion?



David M  Em, I think it improved the teacher/student relationship. [see also David M’s Singularity Study Three written comment (page 89) and Kieran McG’s written comment about lessening the gap between teacher and student in the 1995 study (page 111)]



James F  Could you say a little bit more about that?



David M  Em, it (silence)



James F  Do you want me to put it on pause?



David M  It’s alright. It’s a little less tense in class to be honest.



James F  Less tense, right. --- Do you think that you feel more relaxed or you feel that the class is more relaxed or both?



David M  The class in general.



James F  The class in general. Paul R, do you agree with that?



Paul R  Yeah. I feel that - before the meeting the class was all tense like - now it’s relaxed more. You can - I think you can learn more in a relaxed atmosphere ---



                                                   Good Pressure



James F  --- Now, okay you’ve said that the relaxed atmosphere can maybe help your learning Paul, but it’s you yourself that - you are doing the learning. So, what are you doing that is actually helping your learning.



Paul R  Eh well before it - there  wasn’t so much pressure on doing the homework maybe and - I used to - do - not a very good effort, just an ordinary effort - maybe get the homework  and then you came in and maybe ask the question. You can get that question right. But now when you collect the homework and you’re grading it, I feel I have to really get down and do the homework and get it done properly and every question answered properly.



James F   So, in ways you’re more accountable for what you do.



Paul R  Yeah. I think that the pressure also is maybe good pressure as well ---



James F  --- David, what about yourself on that?



David M  Yeah. I agree with that. I work better under pressure definitely ---



Paul R  --- although there is a more relaxed atmosphere there is more pressure on us. I think that most of us respond well to the greater pressure.



James F  And Gary, do you want to say anything on that?



Gary P  ---  you have improved our learning as well and it kinda cuts both ways. Whenever, I think anyway, whenever you see us learning the stuff - well it kinda motivates you as well. 



Thirdly, in the 1996 singularity study, some of the sixth form chemistry students articulated connections between specific teaching/learning communicative activities and their enhanced understanding of electrolysis (a specific content area in chemistry):



                                    [Singularity Study Three: Page 31]



                                                           David O



David O  Going slower with the mathematical theory (GSM) has improved my knowledge about Faraday’s Law. (January 18th, written comment after the second test which included two questions on Faraday’s First Law).



                                                           Paul R



Paul R  I feel that going slowly with the (mathematical) theory (GSM) and the explaining of difficult parts (ECDPT) has helped me greater (sic). At the start I was unsure about anode and cathode reactions, that is, potassium iodide, but now I realise where I went wrong and feel more comfortable with it. (January 18th, written comment after the second test).



Both David and Paul are offering some reasons (GSM and ECDPT) for their perceptions of their improved learning and our observations (examination results) of their improved learning.



                                   [Singularity Study Three: Pages 44-45]



                        Student’s Voice Regarding His Own Learning



James F  Okay, so Afnan; why do you think your own understanding in electrolysis improved?



Afnan HZ  - I feel that - you went more slowly into explaining in more detail - how things were discharged for example -- and even in the mathematical theory you showed - just ways that I understood much better the way - just show in more detail how to do things in general.



James F  I know but - that’s about me. I’m asking you to talk about you --



Afnan HZ  That’s how I learn, sir.



James F  O yeah.



Afnan HZ  You see like the way you speak more slowly and - go more slowly --- I take it all in more - that’s how I feel I learn anyway -



James F  Well, let’s say your homework practice. You said that your homework practice improved a good bit and that’s you working on your own at home without me. So, I’m going to ask you now, what improvement took place in your homework practice?



Afnan HZ  Well definitely I paid more attention and - 



James F  So you were more motivated. (leading but possibly accurate)



Afnan HZ  Definitely, yeah.



James F  So I’m asking you, what caused you to be more motivated?



Afnan HZ  Because you were correcting them (homework) and - and I want to, you know, do well ---



(Audiotaped Conversation, February 1st, 1996)

The above excerpt indicates that in going ‘more slowly’ and ‘explaining in more detail’ I helped Afnan to understand electrolysis more fully and also that my correction of homework (CH) helped Afnan to pay ‘more attention’ in his homework practice because he wanted to do well. It seems I encouraged Afnan to tap a little more into his own ‘inner drive’ (one interpretation of motivation) to learn.



A common theme running through the above dialogues from the 1996 study is that I needed the students to tell me about their understanding of what they were doing which they believed helped them to improve their learning. These were all sixth form students (17-18 year-old students) with a reasonable degree of maturity and I value their understandings, not in a naive manner, but critically. Rudduck (1996) has stated that 



‘the conditions of learning that are common in secondary schools do not adequately take account of the social maturity of young people.’ (Rudduck, 1996: p. 13)



In my view, the above dialogues constitute examplars of situations where I was taking more accurate account of the social maturity of sixth form students. Rudduck’s paper will be discussed more fully in Chapter Six. Meanwhile, returning to the question that I asked earlier (page 113), ‘Did the 1996 study bring me any closer to the how and why of the what that helped the student to improve his learning?’ I believe it did, both in bringing about a stronger connection between eliciting/creating/enacting more fully particular teaching/learning communicative activities and improved student learning in electrolysis, and in confirming that the process of collaboratively eliciting/creating, enacting more fully, and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities with my sixth form students can lessen the gap between teacher and student and help to bring about a ‘more relaxed atmosphere’ in the classroom which can in turn help to bring about more learning for some of the students.











Fontana (1995), in discussing theories of learning, states:



it is a common complaint that theories of learning, for all their undoubted complexity, are not really that much help when it comes to the practicalities of helping students learn. Descriptions of learning, on the other hand, are of much more immediate benefit because they describe the kinds of activity carried out by both pupil (student) and teacher that appear to lead to enhanced levels of learning on the part of the former. (Fontana, 1995: p. 143)



I may have focused too much on what I was doing and not enough on what the students were doing when learning was taking place during the first three singularity studies [unintended consequence of action]. However, in responding to the question, ‘How do more democratic actions link to enhanced student learning?’, I claim that the main means or ‘links’ are collaborative elicitation/creation, greater enactment, and evaluation (student comments and student ratings) of the teaching/learning communicative activities during each of the singularity studies. Further, I believe the connection� between teaching/learning communicative activities and individual student zones of proximal development through the notion of ‘social interaction’ helps bolster the power of my developing theory as a theory that can help nurture simultaneously more democratic actions and more individual student learning. Theory in this arena is articulated primarily through descriptions and explanations of understandings, judgements, decisions and actions as we (the students and me) worked at helping the students to improve their learning. Particular standards of judgement (e.g. an educational standard of judgement as in ‘living out more democratic actions as I help the students to improve their learning’) constitute a significant part of the explanation of my practices and these same criteria also constitute some of the standards of judgement by which I wish the validity of my account to be judged by others. My main contention here is that there are more than descriptions involved in this form of theorising. 



However, regarding the connection between specific teaching/learning communicative activities and enhanced individual student learning in specific content areas of mathematics and chemistry, I fully acknowledge that there is a need for a greater articulation by the students of their own learning. Therefore, I clearly haven’t fully exhausted the why and how of the what that enhances each individual student’s learning, and in this matter one could argue that I have, at most, merely described certain activities that appear to help students’ learning.



Nevertheless, in focusing on the elicitation/creation, greater enactment, and evaluation of teaching/learning communicative activities as part of my reflective practices there is, as already mentioned, a sense in which the values lived out more fully during the singularity studies (e.g. valuing democratic actions, listening to and acting on student voices, valuing dialogue, sharing power) constitute both descriptions and explanations for the kinds of activities in which the students and I engaged during the 1994, 1995, and 1996 studies of singularities. Elliott (1989) states:



Whitehead’s point that the reflective practices of teachers embody descriptions and explanations of how to realise educational values is highly consistent with Aristotle’s account of moral enquiry in his Ethics. (Aristotle) argued that moral values cannot be understood by simply examining the meaning of the terms we use to express them in language. This is because moral values are fundamentally defined in and through the actions we undertake to realise them. The implication of this is that our social practices embody ‘descriptions’ of our values. And we only develop such ‘descriptions’ by reflecting upon our actions and ways of improving them.



Aristotle’s account also illuminates the inseparability of ends and means in moral practices. Ends as values are realised in the courses of action we engage in as means. This is why such courses of action can offer not only descriptions of values but also explanations of how they are realised. (Elliott, 1989: p. 93)



I now bring what I hope is appropriate closure to this section with a respectful and justified appreciation of the complexity of establishing connections between more democratic actions and enhanced student learning. 



In the next chapter, somewhat like taking a compass reading, I return briefly to the question, ‘How do I theorise?’ (pp. 75-76). I then focus more fully on the notions of ‘student voices’ and ‘sharing power’ within the context of democratising the classroom, critically relating my democratic understandings and actions to some of those in the literature.



















































Chapter Six: Democratising the Classroom - 

A Dialectical Discussion



1.    How Do I Theorise?



In responding, at this juncture, to ‘How do I theorise?’, I once again draw on the following metaphor (page 75) and its picturing function as a way into understanding my process of theorising:



-------  the fields occupy both sides of a v-shaped valley. Four fields are on one side and it is possible to look over and see the fifth field. But, most importantly for this thesis, when I go over to the fifth field (my development of theory in my thesis) to become familiar with its inclinations and growth, I can look across to the other side and see the four fields at the same time or, if need be, focus on each of the four fields individually, thereby remembering the land through which and from which I have walked. I can also cross the valley again if I wish or am wished by the poetic power of the metaphor and view the fifth field from the four fields that I know reasonably well. Eventually the two sides of the valley will merge into one and become the ground (a new first field) from which and through which my future teaching and research practice will grow.



The excerpt below from a dialogue between Freire and Macedo (1995) resonates powerfully, in my view, with the above metaphor, with my belief in the non-hierarchical and intimate relationship between practice and theory, and with my approach of theorising from practice and meeting, creating, and developing theory through dialogic reflections with self and others, including relevant literature�. Such an approach also receives support from Walker (1995: pp. 17-18), who stresses the importance of textual and social encounters along with practical action in the generation of theoretical understandings in action research.





Macedo   ---- I have been in many contexts where the over-celebration of one’s own location and history often eclipses the possibility of engaging the object of knowledge� by refusing to struggle directly, for instance, with the readings, particularly if these readings involve theory.



Freire   Yes. Curiosity about the object of knowledge and the willingness and openness to engage theoretical readings and discussions is fundamental. However, I am not suggesting an over-celebration of theory. We must not negate practice for the sake of theory. To do so would reduce theory to pure verbalism or intellectualism. By the same token, to negate theory for the sake of practice, as in the use of dialogue as conversation [rather than understanding ‘dialogue as a process of learning and knowing’], is to run the risk of losing oneself in the disconnectedness of practice. It is for this reason that I never advocate either a theoretic elitism or a practice ungrounded in theory, but the unity between theory and practice. (Freire and Macedo, 1995: p. 382)



It is with this kind of approach to practice and theory within my theorising that I now further address the notion of democratising the classroom.



2.    Democratising the Classroom



Voice, quite simply, refers to the various measures by which students and teachers actively participate in dialogue. It is related to the discursive means whereby teachers and students attempt to make themselves ‘heard’ and to define themselves as active authors of their worlds (Giroux and McLaren, 1986: p. 235).



Giroux and McLaren (1986), as part of their strategy for reconceptualizing teaching and public schooling in the United States of America in order to promote democratic citizenry, outline a teacher education curriculum that links the critical study of power, language, culture, and history to the practice of a critical pedagogy (Giroux and McLaren,1986: p. 213). Within a white male population in a boys’ Catholic diocesan school (with women and men on the staff) in the NW of the Republic of Ireland, my own approach is not meta-structural but micro-dynamic and dialogically outward (e.g. key respondents) involving studies of singularities in the classroom. Despite the different arenas for, and different approaches to, theory construction, I am at one with Giroux and McLaren (1986: p. 213) in their emphasis on a pedagogy that ‘values student experience and student voice’. However, within the common ground of valuing ‘student experience and student voice’ there are different dispositions: Giroux’s and McLaren’s (1986: p. 236) utilization of the term is primarily socio-cultural in encouraging curricular dialogue in the classroom related to the historical, economic, and cultural traditions of the students and their surrounding communities, whereas the ‘student experience and student voice’ in my singularity studies refer to the students’ experiences, understandings, and judgements of my teaching and their learning. It seems to me that my students and I engaged in more democratic actions in the classroom primarily in order to help the students to improve their learning in mathematics and chemistry whereas Giroux and McLaren wish to further democratise learning and teaching primarily in order to nurture democratic citizenry both in the school (understood as a political organization) and in the wider community. In short, I see Giroux’s and McLaren’s approach as predominantly political and my own approach as predominantly pedagogical. Nonetheless, in terms of valuing individuals and dialogue, I believe there is sufficiently significant and similar democratic intent within the two modes of valuing ‘student experience and student voice’ to warrant a mention.



Rudduck (1996), in urging the undertaking of ‘a serious review of the conditions of learning for all young people within the present framework’ (Rudduck, 1996: p. 1), in Britain, concomitantly desires to further authenticate and extend the meanings of ‘partnership’ and ‘change’ in education to include ‘students’ voices’. When focusing on 



rethinking and reshaping the deep structures - or ‘grammar’ - of schooling that hold habitual ways of seeing things in place (Rudduck, 1996: p. 1),



Rudduck sees ‘assumptions about what a pupil is’ as constituting some of the ‘deep structures of schooling’ (Rudduck, Chaplain, and Wallace, 1996: p. 177). In particular, Rudduck (1996: p. 13) stresses the urgent need to review the conditions of learning in secondary schools in order to ensure that they offer appropriate support to young people and take more accurate account of their social maturity in the serious task of learning [page 118].



In connection with promoting more democratic actions in the school and the classroom, Rudduck has also earlier emphasised the importance of listening to ‘student voices’:



We need, in particular, to hear the voices of students and to give attention to their perspectives on the experience of being a learner in school (Rudduck, 1995: p. 11)�.



I concur with Rudduck’s contention that ‘expert witness’, rather than partner in change (Rudduck, 1996:  p. 13), better describes what is possible for young people in schools; the term ‘partner in change’, in my view, disguises the very real differences in power between those who are paid to provide a service and the learners who receive no money while learning. Additionally, like Rudduck, I too am drawn to, what I believe is, the more realistic notion of granting students a ‘limited franchise’ (Polan, 1989).



In this regard, Polan (1989) argues that



it is no compromise or betrayal of democratic principles, nor is it a sham or a confidence trick to extend to children in school a franchise that is limited, and for the already enfranchised to determine what those limits might be. (Polan, 1989: p. 41)



While Polan may have overlooked the possibility of an input from some senior students in determining ‘what those limits might be’, his argument for a ‘limited franchise’ for students within ‘increasingly complex, sophisticated, and internally differentiated’ schools (Polan, 1989: p. 39)  is partly based on articulating a distinction between direct democracy and representative democracy, where only the former is ‘devoid of any limitations upon the political participation of any member of the political community’, 

whereas in the latter ‘elected representatives will have greater access to political deliberation and decision-making than the electors themselves’ (Polan, 1989: p. 40).



Acknowledging that students don’t vote in political elections until they are eighteen and also that they don’t vote teachers into ‘office’, there is I believe a usefulness in importing an extension of the meaning of the term ‘representative democracy’ into the decision-making processes within schools and classrooms where the teacher can, in a sense, be regarded as an ‘elected representative’. For me, while relationships within the whole school are important, the decision-making regarding learning and teaching in my own classroom is the main focus in my enquiry as this is my prime arena of service; that is, I am employed primarily to teach in a classroom. It is my belief that in my own enquiry, the elicitation and creation of the teaching/learning communicative activites with the sixth form students (17-18 year-old students) during the early stages of the 1994, 1995, and 1996 singularity studies became progressively more representative of ‘student voices’ in the democratic sense of the term [pp. 78-79].



The point I am making here is that, in helping the majority of my sixth form students to improve their learning during the 1994, 1995, and 1996 singularity studies I have learned to listen to my ‘students’ voices’ more fully and have granted them a ‘limited franchise’ in deciding how I teach [this includes the elicitation/creation and evaluation of teaching/learning communicative activities]. Admittedly, as stated earlier in the thesis (pages 82, page 87, and page 99), I may have inadverdently nurtured a form of learned helplessness in my students in focusing pehaps too much on my teaching and not enough on their learning.



The phrase (learned helplessness) describes what happens to people who are prevented from doing things for themselves; over time, because other people do them for them, they learn to be incapable of doing them for themselves. (Breakwell, 1986: p. 122) 



[Pat D’Arcy, when giving feedback on Part Two of my thesis at our June 25th 1998 meeting, stated ‘but you weren’t doing this!’]

Nevertheless, despite this ‘living contradiction’ element of my teaching practice, overall I believe I have engaged in more democratic actions with my students in the classroom during the first three singularity studies and that my improved teaching did help the majority of the students to improve their learning in each of the three singularity studies.



While Rudduck, Chaplain, and Wallace (1996: pp. 173-174) have stressed the importance of listening to students’ voices, their focus is on whole school improvement in coming to the conditions of learning from the pupils’ perspective. In contrast, my own work utilized ‘student voices’ to elicit teaching/learning communicative activities that would help the students to improve their learning in the classroom and at home. 



Further, Rudduck, Chaplain, and Wallace (1996) talked with pupils over four years but



‘did not go so far as --- casting them in the role of co-researchers and they had no sense therefore that their words were actually changing things  - only that, perhaps, they might ----- it is the next generation of pupils who will benefit and not those who provided the insights  -----’ (Rudduck et al, 1996: pp. 9-10).



Therefore, another and highly significant way in which my approach differs to Rudduck’s approach, in my view, is that my students experienced their words changing things, perhaps slightly - but changing things, nonetheless [e.g. pp. 111-112]. 



Rudduck (1996), in relation to ‘student voices’, claims that



it is difficult to find examples of ‘authentic partnerships’ in action and maybe they don’t and can’t exist except in the context of a particular teacher’s work with a particular group of students. (Rudduck, 1996: p. 13)



Rather than engaging in ‘authentic partnerships’, I believe I have engaged in authentic enfranchisement of student voices in moving beyond the situation where ‘teachers may want to avoid, initially, involving students in the evaluative discussion of lessons’ (Rudduck, 1996: p. 13): I believe I have responded with a significant degree of courage in 1994, 1995, and 1996 to the call for ‘teachers and students - to become more practised in joint evaluations of teaching and learning’ (Rudduck, 1996: p. 3). Again, I wish to stress that eliciting/creating and enacting more fully teaching/learning communicative activities involved consciousness raising and praxis as well as technique and method.



Additionally, I believe that my work is ‘inside-looking-out’ educational action research whereas Rudduck’s project with the students, which operated ‘in an action frame without being action research’ (Rudduck, Chaplain, and Wallace, 1996: p. 10), was ‘outside-looking-in’ research. Each kind of research can complement the other in my view. It is perhaps much more significant to note that a democratic and democratising inclination to include and act on ‘student voices’ is common to the two kinds of enquiries.



Returning to Polan’s work, his arguments for granting students a ‘limited franchise’ within the decision-making processes in schools are centrally based on the increasing complexity of the nature of organisations� and on the fundamental inefficiency of command/hierarchical models in achieving their own aims (Polan, 1989: p. 35) because such models deny the complex communication subsystems and social diffentiation operative within schools as organisations. Polan concomitantly argues for the need to create ‘non-hierarchical communicative communities’ which will include significant student messages on means and ends of the school organisation (Polan, 1989: p. 40). 

While agreeing with the notions of improving the quality and extending the content of communication between students and teachers within schools, my own arguments grow from the notion of service within the profound and perhaps misleadingly simple question, ‘How can I help you to improve your learning?’ (Laidlaw and Whitehead, 1995: p. 2). That is, my work starts with students as persons and human beings within the classroom and theorises outward whereas Polan’s system-and-subsystems-argument approach  starts with the school as an organisation caught up in the flux of an ‘inevitable’ social evolution (Polan, 1989: p. 29) and then theorises inward. While I am wary of the ‘inevitable’ aspect of Polan’s arguments in that it carries a deterministic connotation in my view, he has helped me to import a more informed notion of ‘limited franchise’ into my understanding of what is possible in the expression of ‘student voices’ within teaching and learning in my own classroom. 



Regarding ‘student voices’, Polan (1989: p. 43) urges inclusion of students in negotiation over some of the ‘professional’ aspects of school policy�



‘despite the quite likely possibility that business will come to include comments upon the performance -- of teachers themselves’ (Polan, 1989: p. 43). 



In my classroom approach, in contrast to Polan’s whole-school approach, I begin by requesting comments from my sixth form students about my teaching performance in relation to their learning; that is, a possible outcome of Polan’s approach has been an initial stage in my educational action research enquiries in 1994, 1995, and 1996. Polan is effectively telling teachers that they are going to become more accountable to students, while I am using the students’ views of my teaching in part to respond to the accountability movement. Again, as in the case of the relationship between Rudduck’s approach and mine (page 128), there is an argument for the complementariness of Polan’s work and mine regarding the enfranchisement of  ‘student voices’ within the process of further democratising relationships and communication within schools and the classroom, especially in connection with obtaining and responding positively to students’ views of learning and teaching. While Polan’s approach may lead to students’ comments on teaching, my own approach utilizes students’ comments on teaching to help those same students to improve their learning.



Finally, despite the overall appeal, for me, of the democratic impulse informing and forming Polan’s paper, I view his statement that 



‘teachers are, by and large, unaware of what is going on --- teachers’ dismaying level of political ignorance ----- their ignorance of their own capacities as political actors’ (Polan, 1989: pp. 35-36) 



as an unsubstantiated generalisation. It is also a statement which, perhaps inadvertently, leads to the elevation of Polan’s viewpoint to a command/hierarchical position, knowledge-wise, in relation to other teachers’ viewpoints, a position his own social-evolutionary stance to the democratisation of communication and relationships within schools as organisations would quickly deconstruct.



Although Giroux’s and McLaren’s (1986) and Polan’s (1989) approaches are grounded in meta-theoretical perspectives utilizing critical social theory, Giroux’s and McLaren’s argument is predominantly political while Polan argues for democratisation of organisations from the standpoint of accelerating tendencies in social evolution. However, neither Giroux and McLaren nor Polan consult high school/secondary school students in constructing their theories about student involvement; no student voices are heard in their papers. This is not to deny the usefulness of their theories in encouraging teachers to further democratise educative relationships with their students in the classroom, but it does beg the question, ‘On what basis can a teacher in a classroom relate to papers that argue for the expression of student voices when those same papers give no expression whatsoever to student voices?’. Whilst I have no desire to make a cult out of personal experience or of researchers giving ‘witness’, I am much more impressed by one who encourages a particular value (e.g. listening to and acting on student voices) and concomitantly shows evidence of living that value than by one who argues for a particular way of being without showing any personal practical evidence of engaging in that way of being. 



Rudduck et al (1996: pp. 173-174), in contrast to Giroux and McLaren (1986) and Polan (1989), include, listen to, and act on student voices and come to ‘six principles which make a significant difference to learning’� from the pupils’ perspective. Rudduck et al argue that what pupils say about schooling can be used as a basis for school improvement: they began interviewing eighty twelve-year-old students in 1991 and finished in 1995 when the students were 15-16 years old. I argue somewhat differently that what students say about learning and teaching in the classroom can be used to promote improved learning both in the classroom and at home: I have worked with a total of seventy-two sixth form 17-18 year-old students (different groups) between 1994 and 1997.



As already stated (page 126), when I involved my sixth form students in eliciting/creating and evaluating the teaching/learning communicative activities in 1994, 1995, and 1996, I believe I granted a ‘limited franchise’ to my sixth form students in deciding how I should teach; and in doing this I believe I was engaging in more power sharing with my students in that the students were allowed opportunities to direct my teaching. Therefore, it is my belief that there was a fundamental change in the power relations between the sixth form students and me in the 1994/1995/1996 singularity studies. In the 1995 singularity study, Kieran McG (Singularity Study Two, p. 42) stated ‘you involved the class at a basic level in your research - lessened the gap between teacher and student’ (page 111); that is, our power relations became less unequal [see student comments (pp. 86-89)]. It seems to me that creating opportunities for greater expression of student voices in the learning/teaching enterprise [e.g. in terms of eliciting/creating, enacting more fully, and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities] is closely interwoven with the notion of greater sharing of power between students and teachers in the classroom.



In this regard, I would now like to focus on a recent paper by Gitlin and Hadden (1997: pp. 70-84); firstly, in order to focus on another teacher’s research work in the classroom and, secondly, to further address the notion of ‘acting on power relations in the classroom’ (Gitlin and Hadden, 1997: p. 73). Hadden, utilizing a political/humanist action research approach to educative research�, changed her ‘pedagogical style (so) that (it) allowed for alternative and less hierarchical relations in the classroom’ (Gitlin and Hadden, 1997: p. 73). While Hadden worked with 11-12 year-old fifth and sixth grade students and examined her teaching in the classroom as part of the power relations in schooling, I worked with 17-18 year old sixth form students (equivalent to the American high school twelfth grade) in the classroom with an initial central focus on improving the students’ learning through improving my teaching. I later (especially towards the end of the 1995 study) came more fully to appreciate that through the elicitation/creation, greater enactment, and evaluation of teaching/learning communicative activities with the sixth form students, we were effectively instigating some movement away from authoritarian teacher-student relations in the classroom [pp. 86-89]. 



It appears that Hadden changed her teaching practice much more radically than I did in using her classroom as a forum to raise questions about power and in involving her students in designing curricula, lesson planning, organising field trips, and responding to her research writing. Admittedly, Hadden was with her students for the whole school day and taught them a variety of subjects whereas each mathematics or chemistry session with my sixth form students lasted for 35-40 minutes. Also, there is a sense, I believe, in which secondary schooling, despite the possibility of building good relationships between students and teachers, structurally nurtures a subject-centred approach to students rather than a student-centred approach to subjects. Nevertheless, like Hadden, I claim to have fostered more democratic relations between the students and me in the classroom during my research projects. Although, perhaps it is true to say that Hadden brought about more change in power relations with her students than I did.



Despite my admiration for the radical nature of Hadden’s work and for all of the changes she helped to bring about with her students in the classroom, I have two reservations. Firstly, no evidence is supplied to support Hadden’s claim that ‘student achievement skyrocketed’ (Gitlin and Hadden, 1997: p. 80) during her project. Secondly, while I believe that ‘protest’ is an important part of the expression of ‘voice’, I am wary of, what I consider to be a reductionist notion of ‘voice as a form of protest’, as used by Hadden, as it imports an overly prescriptive stance, in my view, and could possibly lead to a kind of listening and seeing that views the pedagogical as secondary to the political. This is similar to my reflection on Giroux’s and McLaren’s (1986) critical pedagogy where I see their work as predominantly political and my own work as predominantly pedagogical (page 124). This is not to deny the importance of addressing political, social, cultural and economic constraints that impact on the quality and nature of communication and relationships in classrooms and schools.



Approaching the conclusion of this chapter, and taking Chapter Five into account, I claim that, in granting my sixth form (17-18 year-old) students a ‘limited-franchise’ expression of student voices through the collaborative elicitation/creation, greater enactment, and evaluation of teaching/learning communicative activities in the classroom, we were engaging in more democratic actions in the classroom and were simultaneously creating more egalitarian power relations between the sixth form students and me during the learning and teaching of chemistry (1994 and 1996 studies) and mathematics (1995 study); I also claim that, accompanying these processes, the majority of the students in each of the 1994/1995/1996 singularity studies significantly improved their learning and their grades in tests.



In my view, the symbiotic relationship between (i) listening to and acting on ‘student voices’ in terms of eliciting/creating, enacting more fully, and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities in the classroom and (ii) sharing power between my sixth form students and me is sufficiently evidenced in the above and communicates that living out more democratic actions in the classroom is intimately related to the notion of creating less unequal power relations in the classroom between the sixth form students and me.

Responding to Noffke (1997)



I now wish to debate with some of the arguments informing Noffke’s view that ‘living educational theory’ seems incapable of addressing issues of power and privilege in society (Noffke, 1997: p. 329). In particular, I wish to focus on the issue of power relations.

 

In relation to ‘living educational theory’ (Whitehead, 1993), Noffke (1997) states:



As vital as such a process of self-awareness is to identifying contradictions between one’s espoused theories and one’s practices, perhaps because of its focus on individual learning it only begins to address the social basis of personal belief systems. While such efforts can further a kind of collective agency (McNiff, 1988), it is a sense of agency built on ideas of society as a collection of autonomous individuals. As such, it seems incapable of addressing social issues in terms of  the interconnections between personal identity and the claim of experiential knowledge, as well as power and privilege in society. (Noffke, 1997: p. 329)



Noffke’s statement deserves challenge on a number of issues. Firstly, while there is an emphasis on explaining one’s educational development within a living educational theory approach to educational action research, Whitehead acknowledges that Laidlaw 



has helped - to extend the range of - questions of the kind, ‘How do I improve my practice?’ to embrace the other in questions of the kind, ‘How do I help you to improve your learning?’ (Laidlaw and Whitehead, 1995: p. 2)



In this thesis, the focus on my own learning grows from the focus on my students’ learning as I respond to the primary question, ‘How can I help you to improve your learning?’ This activating question with its ‘I help you’ clearly places social relationship between the students and me rather than merely my own learning, which is also important, at the heart of my research enterprise. I believe Noffke fails to fully appreciate the possibility of the centrality of this social dimension within a living educational theory approach to action research.



Secondly, when Noffke writes about furthering ‘ a kind of collective agency --- a sense of agency built on ideas of society as a collection of autonomous individuals’ (Noffke, 1997: p. 329) within McNiff’s work, I believe she is profoundly mistaking the nature of McNiff’s work. McNiff states that ‘Dialogue and the building of dialogical communities must be a primary focus of educational intent’ (McNiff, 1988: p. 41). To my mind, a dialogical community places much greater emphasis on social relationship than does a collectivity of autonomous individuals which seems to carry an atomistic view of the individual within society. This does not imply that a dialogical community fails to invest in the importance of individual autonomy. Again, it seems to me that Noffke fails to fully appreciate the social dimension within another’s work.



Thirdly, while the individual and society are distinctive [own comment], I believe they are neither fixed entities nor separate domains (Carr, 1995: p. 85). Noffke’s notion of ‘society as a collection of autonomous individuals’ seems to infer that the individual and society constitute separate domains.



It appears to me that the above three ‘blind spots’ considerably weaken Noffke’s basis for purporting that living educational theory seems incapable of addressing notions of power in society. 



My prior arguments in this chapter and Chapter Five, along with the above criticisms of Noffke’s comments regarding living educational theory, help clear some of the ground in my agreement with Noffke (1997) that:



the dual agenda of interrogating the meanings of democracy and social justice� at the same time as we act to alter the social situation shapes [I prefer ‘helps shape’] the potential of action research. (Noffke, 1997: p. 334)







Chapter Seven: Reflecting Further on Whose Voices Count



In connection with promoting more democratic actions in the school and the classroom, I have noted earlier that Rudduck has emphasized the importance of listening to ‘student voices’ in democratising the classroom [pp. 124-131]. I think it is fair to say that, in my singularity studies (1994, 1995, 1996, and 1997), I have shown that I have learned to more fully listen to and act on ‘the voices of students and -- give attention to their perspectives on the experience of being a learner in school’ (Rudduck, 1995: p. 11).



Indeed, while hoping to avoid the pitfall of constructing a thesis with an artificial ‘victory narrative’, I believe my work also constitutes some practical evidence of the aspirations and sentiments expressed in the following quote from Hopkins (1993):



I believe that it is important for the teacher to involve his or her [students]� in the research process as soon as their confidence allows. [Adolescents]� provide wonderfully frank and honest feedback, especially when they sense that their opinions are valued and respected, and this can only serve to enhance the quality of life in the classroom. (Hopkins, 1993: pp. 153-154)



In the above, in terms of implications, I am relating my work to other educational researchers’ work, and, although I am touching on points of positive resonance, I believe it also important that I offer (and respond to) reasonable and responsible challenge where appropriate. In this regard, the classroom-based nature of my own educational action research work leads me to question, what I see as, the prescriptive tone of Hopkins’s whole-school-approach recommendation when he writes:



Put simply, then [1985] I believed that to improve schools we needed to improve teachers, to build a community of teacher-researchers. Now [1993] I believe that to sustain the ethic of teacher development we need to anchor our work to a whole school context. (Hopkins, 1993: p. 219)

I am not opposed to a whole-school approach; what does bother me is that the potentially prescriptive tone of Hopkins’s recommendation - ’anchor our work to a whole school context’ - could valorize a whole-school approach to the detriment of believing that an individual teacher with his/her students can make a worthwhile and significant difference to the learning and teaching life in a classroom and that the work of an individual teacher can also make an important contribution to building an international community of teacher-researchers. Perhaps there is some unintentional slippage from both/and to either/or logic within Hopkins’s recommendation above.



Rudduck (1995), in her Presidential Address to the British Educational Research Association, given in September 1994, stated:



House said 20 years ago (1974) that ‘the school is an institution frozen in the order of institutions’ (in MacDonald, 1991, p. 11); it is not easy for schools, in the present climate (September 1994), to develop structures that genuinely and regularly consult students about aspects of schooling and that take seriously the question of ‘voice’ and ‘participation’. But we can take some inspiration, I think, from the work of teachers who have been trying to ‘unfreeze’ their schools and transform the traditional culture through whole-school policies on equal opportunities. (Rudduck, 1995: p. 11)



In Chapter Six, I have contrasted some of Rudduck’s work with my own work (pp. 124-131), one main difference being that Rudduck utilizes a whole-school improvement approach while my own stance to helping my sixth form students to improve their learning is more classroom-based. In addressing the notions of ‘frozen’ and ‘unfreez(ing)’ in the above, the following poem, which made a deep impression on me when I first read it in December 1996, has a powerful last two lines in my view�.







Voice�

By Liu Hongbin

(translated by Elaine Feinstein)



As soon as we leave the tunnel of birth,

even before our bodies are cleaned of blood

we all cry out, and those sharp cries

are the first signs of our talent for speech.

Later, we escape in many directions, and our voices

are lamps of fire in the rain, which fly up

looking for their own light

as flocks of birds rush through the trees

or birdsong falls along forest paths.

That is how our voices mingle with air

Who can forbid something so natural?



World, we must have a talk about this.

We don’t need any language to do it.

Nature’s a womb not a refrigerator,

Our voices which are spacious as the sky,

must not be frozen in us or we die.



I am almost tempted to analytically contest the notion that ‘We don’t need any language to do it’  but I don’t think that is necessary in the present context and it may be an inappropriate response to the poem. It is sufficient to relate that the line sits uncomfortably in my mind and disturbs me somewhat; and yet, I experience a certain release from tension when I think that the line could possibly mean that expression of voice is something which should occur naturally and/or that freedom of expression in more a question of being than saying; I really don’t know the poet’s intended meanings for this line. Nonetheless, putting aside my slight discomfort regarding ‘We don’t need any language to do it’ and connecting more pertinently and concretely to the emancipatory theme of 



Our voices which are spacious as the sky,

must not be frozen in us or we die,





it is my belief that the excerpts below from the eleventh draft of my Abstract (September 11th, 1998) reflect the central place I wish to give to student voices and to my own voice, a particular teacher’s voice, in my enquiry. I am also equally concerned to appropriately include, and not eclipse, the legitimate ‘voices’ of others (critical friends, key respondents, and researchers in the literature).



This shift in power relations [between my sixth form students and me] is primarily enacted through providing opportunities for my sixth form students to exercise more ‘voice’ in their own learning and in my teaching. --- In a related manner, through a process of self-advocacy, I gain in ‘voice’ regarding the constitution of a significant part of my own knowledge base in teaching. In my educational research I adopt a living educational theory approach to action research, concomitantly conversing with insights from other perspectives which act as challenges and enhancements to my understandings and explanations and help define the distinctiveness of my own approach.



Through listening to my sixth form students’ suggestions regarding improvements in my teaching in three of the singularity studies (1994, 1995, and 1996), I systematically act on their suggestions with the purpose of helping my students to improve their learning, utilizing feedback from students, critical friends and key respondents to help validate my claims of successfully implementing teaching/learning communicative activities. These communicative activities are elicited in collaboration with my sixth form students as ‘imagined solutions’ to their perceptions of ‘problems’ in my teaching. ---



Briefly, my thesis is about greater enfranchisement of my students’ voices in their own learning and enfranchising my own voice, a teacher’s voice, in creating a significant part of my own knowledge base in teaching --- [Abstract Eleven: Data Archive]



Consistent with the focus on student voices in the above excerpts, I contend that in the three singularity studies (1994, 1995, and 1996) mentioned in Chapters Five and Six, I helped to give greater expression to student voices both (i) in terms of my teaching and educational action research practices and (ii) in terms of my account [pp. 75-135], as the following three overlapping knowledge claims from those chapters will hopefully confirm: 











Claim One (page 81)



It is my belief that through listening to my students’ voices which informed the collaboratively elicited and created teaching/learning communicative activities and through the subsequent successful implementation/enactment of those communicative activities over an eight to ten week period we were engaging in more democratic actions in the classroom.     



                                                    Claim Two (page 96)



It is my belief that through collaboratively eliciting/creating, enacting more fully and evaluating teaching/learning communicative activities with the sixth form students I have learned to further ‘abdicate my position of centrality’ in letting ‘student voices’ through, listening to them, and acting on them appropriately as part of the process of enacting a fundamental positive power shift in the sixth form students’ favour. I have also learned to value more fully the organic nature of, and the organic connection between, the human freedom of an individual and the social relationships within the ‘society’ of the classroom. I therefore claim that I have deepened my understanding of, and have been engaging in, and we - the students and me - have shared in, more democratic actions in the classroom during the 1994, 1995, and 1996 singularity studies.



                                                    Claim Three (page 133)



I claim that, in granting my sixth form students a ‘limited-franchise’ expression of student voices through the collaborative elicitation/creation, greater enactment, and evaluation of teaching/learning communicative activities in the classroom, we were engaging in more democratic actions in the classroom and were simultaneously creating more egalitarian power relations between the sixth form students and me during the learning and teaching of chemistry (1994 and 1996 studies) and mathematics (1995 study); I also claim that, accompanying these processes, the majority of students in each of the 1994/1995/1996 singularity studies significantly improved their learning and their grades in tests.



Firstly, in relation to the above three claims to knowledge, it is worth stressing that ‘student voices’ occurs in each of the three claims. 



Secondly, the first claim, which helps to establish the central importance of ‘teaching/learning communicative activities’ in my theory construction, is contained within each of the following two claims. Additionally, a significant part of the second claim is contained within the third claim; the following is the part of my second claim that is not included in my third claim - I’ll call this part the complement of my third claim:



I have learned to further ‘abdicate my position of centrality’ in letting ‘student voices’ through, listening to them, and acting on them appropriately (as part of the process of enacting a fundamental positive power shift in the sixth form students’ favour). I have also learned to value more fully the organic nature of, and the organic connection between, the human freedom of an individual and the social relationships within the ‘society’ of the classroom. (I therefore claim that) I have deepened my understanding of (enacting) more democratic actions in the classroom during the 1994, 1995, and 1996 singularity studies.



Therefore, Claim Three (page 140) and the complement of my third claim (above) constitute a statement of my central claims to knowledge for Chapters Five and Six of my thesis (pp. 75-135). 



Thirdly, in connection with the important issue of the developmental nature of my theory construction, which utilizes ‘Voice’ as a key metaphor among other metaphors and themes, it is interesting to note that Winter (1998) has stated:



What I also want to suggest ----- is that the phrase ‘developing a theoretical interpretation’ is a better indication of what we need to do within an action research inquiry than, for example, the phrase ‘linking practice to theory’ �. I think there is a danger in the latter phrase in that it makes the term ‘theory’ sound as though it could be simply a body of existing published literature which provide us with an external interpretative framework. This way of thinking would take us back to the conventional social science approach to inquiry, in which the first step is to ‘review’ the literature’ and establish a ‘gap’ in it. ---- I would like to see action research as a process through which practitioners create theory (rather than use it�) as they engage in the on-going critical debate about the meaning of experience through which bodies of knowledge are continuously changing. (Winter, 1998: pp. 66-67)

I believe the notion of ‘developing a theoretical interpretation’ has a high positive resonance with my own approach to theorising in Part Two of my thesis (see, for example, pp. 75-76; pp. 122-123). In fact, chapters from Parts Two, Three, and Four of my thesis were originally included in a lengthy ‘Development of Theory Chapter’. Also, in relation to my own stance towards practice and theory, as far back as June 1994 I have written:



I believe that theory and practice are not totally separate and that in communication each can permeate and generate the other. (Singularity Study One: p. 51)



In June 1996, I wrote the following:

 

I believe that practice and theory are intimately related and that in communication each can help shape the other. (Singularity Study One: p. 51)



So, it seems that in Part Two I provide a particular theory-construction exemplar of the kind of theorising that Winter, in a recent paper (Winter, 1998: pp. 53-68), says is needed in an action research enquiry. 



In mentioning Winter’s paper I am merely using a recent paper to help me ‘read the signs of the times’ in theory construction in educational action research�. To me, Winter’s paper helps confirm that I am one among many others� showing, not without opposition�, a new form of theorising to the academy.



Fourthly, returning more centrally to the notion of whose voices count and extending my interest to poetic metaphors in general, it is relevant in the present context, I believe, to connect to a poetic form of representation mentioned earlier (page 138) and in particular to the notion of ‘Voice’ as poeticised in:



 Our voices which are spacious as the sky,

must not be frozen in us or we die.



While acknowledging that ‘Our’ is both complex and problematic� when referring to my students and me (as a teacher), I cannot deny that these two lines of poetry stir within me a feeling of gentle compassion for myself as a teacher and a feeling of gentle compassion for my students (and, indeed, a feeling of gentle compassion for us as human beings). My felt-reaction is that I want my voice to be heard and I want my students’ voices to be heard. Indeed, Giroux’s and McLaren’s ‘definition’ of ‘Voice’ reported earlier [page 123] is highly congruent with this democratic and democratising impulse to let a teacher’s voice and students’ voices be heard.



Continuing with my felt-reaction to the above two lines of poetry�, I do not want the students and me to feel dead in the classroom (or in educational research literature) when we are, in fact, supposed to be alive. I want our voices to appropriately and responsibly gain expression and not to be oppressively silenced by me or others. But there is a further important point. Because of the very real differences in power relations between my students and me, I feel a high degree of responsibility to help facilitate my students’ expression of voice and, because of this feeling, I am inclined to move into a space of self-forgetfulness for the sake of my students�. In this movement I discern what I believe is a particular expression of the rule of love and of the logic of superabundance� that is sometimes possible in my human heart and actions and that I believe is at the heart of my desire to be a teacher and to continue to be a teacher.

My final and fifth point, in this first section of Chapter Seven, connects to the notions of ‘expert witness’, ‘limited franchise’ [page 125 and page 131], and to the notion of ‘student voices’ informing and helping to form ‘teaching/learning communicative activities’ whose elicitation/creation, greater enactment, and evaluation helped to bring about greater power sharing between my sixth form students and me.



In terms of implications of my work connected to the above, I have distinguished between my work and the work of Rudduck, Chaplain, and Wallace (1996), Giroux and McLaren (1986), and Polan (1989) and, despite the fact that there is a strong common democratic and democratising impulse informing and forming these educational researchers’ work and my own educational action research, I believe it is worth stressing the distinctiveness and the complementariness of our work (pp. 123-131). I also believe it is important that this distinctiveness and complementariness gain public expression in the literature, thereby providing more of a ‘rounded’ view of what the world of education is, and could be, like. A connected central argument here is that I contend that my educational action research work has an original contribution to make to educational research in terms of a practical expression of ‘student voices’ embodied in the elicitation/creation, greater enactment, and evaluation of ‘teaching/learning communicative activities’ which, in terms of practical outcomes, helped the majority of my sixth form (17-18 year-old) students involved in the 1994, 1995, and 1996 singularity studies to improve their learning and their grades in tests. 



In the next section of Chapter Seven [pp. 145-156], I connect more fully to the notion of a poetic form of representation mentioned earlier [pp. 142-143]. In this way, I tease out an important part of my own voice, but also show that textual and social encounters [as well as practical action] are central to my theorising in my action research [page 122].









My Use of Metaphor as a Means of Expression and a Way of Understanding



When I choose to speak/write about living out my educational values more fully in my practice in this thesis, I am concerned to keep in mind the connection between the ‘What’ that is spoken/written (an important part of which is focused on actions - values lived out more fully in my practice), and the ‘Who’ of the speaker/writer/practitioner. Epistemologically, this kind of ‘Who’/‘What’ remembering is also one way of not forgetting the very important connection, as I see it, between a knower and a knower’s claims to knowledge. The following poem, in my view, resonates with these sentiments.



A What Without A Who



Once upon human time

During a heated conversation

Among the word weary world weary

All of the words evaporated

And became a cloud of knowing

Which eventually rained liquid language

Into River Mellifluous



And my surprise 

In the dumb deep silence

Was the great number of people

Who mistook the river

For the whole world.

 

                      James Finnegan, January 1997. 



For me, the connection between the ‘Who’ of the speaker/writer/practitioner and the ‘What’ of the spoken/written/actions in educational action research can be admirably maintained and sufficiently sustained through the metaphor of ‘Voice’. ‘Voice’, for me, conjures up firstly the notion of the human voice (which I fully appreciate can also be legitimately silent or unjustly silenced). From this notion flows the notions of (i) a human being speaking (‘Who’ emphasis) and (ii) something being spoken (‘What’ emphasis) by a human being.

Eisner uses the phrase ‘form of representation’ to refer to ‘the expressive medium used to make a conception public’ (Eisner, 1996: p. 45). In this thesis, writing is the main form of representation� that I use to communicate my meanings, and within my writing I predominantly use prose. However, in the form of poetic metaphors within my prose and also in the form of poetic verse, I sometimes employ poetic expression in my meaning making. Indeed, poetry and prose can be regarded as particular forms of representation in their own right. 



Regarding ‘modes of treatment’ of forms of representation, Eisner (1996: p. 48) states that ‘Any form of representation (for example, literature and poetry) can be treated in one or more of three modes: mimetic, expressive�, and conventional’. The mimetic mode imitates surface features (Eisner, 1996: p. 48): for example, the word ‘hiss’ sounds like the hiss of a snake (auditory) ; the curved line on the road sign looks like the curves on the road (visual). The expressive mode refers to the portrayal of the ‘deep structure’ of an object, event (Eisner, 1996: p. 52), attitude, or situation�. The conventional mode refers to the standardized use of language and symbols (Eisner, 1996: p. 55): ‘The cup of coffee is on the table’ has an agreed meaning for those who speak English; ? is a question mark. 



At this juncture, it is the expressive mode of treatment of a poetic form of representation that is of most relevance in the present discussion and that consequently requires some exposition. Eisner (1996) notes:



By expressive, I mean that what is represented is not the surface features of the object or event, but, rather, its deep structure or, in other words, its expressive character. ---- Here, too, a kind of imitation is at work [as in the mimetic mode of treatment of form], but it is not imitation of things seen. Rather, it is an imitation of things felt�,�. (Eisner, 1996: pp. 52-53)

It is worth noting that Eisner (1996: p. 52) also uses the phrase ‘essential properties’ when explaining the meaning of ‘deep structure’. Philosophically, in the context of my singularity studies I will avoid this phrase and instead will think of ‘deep structure’ as relating to contextual depth properties. It may be redundant to state that I do not deny that such contextual depth properties can have generalisable significance�.



In connection with my work, it is now� my retrospective understanding and my present contention that, within the ‘valley metaphor’ (page 75) and within the ‘Voice’ and ‘A What Without A Who’ poems (page 138 and page 145), the most significant meanings are conveyed primarily through the expressive mode of treatment of these particular poetic forms of representation. The following indicate some of the ‘deep structure’ content that I hope gain appropriate expression in my communications relating to the above three poetic pieces of writing�:

                           

Valley Metaphor

 

It is intended that my ‘valley metaphor’ communicates that 



it is (not) a case of theory from the ground up meeting theory from the top down, rather, in releasing myself from the net of hierarchy cast by ‘ground up’ and ‘top down’, is it a case of appreciating the picturing function of (my valley) metaphor as a means to understanding my response to the question ‘How do I theorise?’ [page 75]



as a response proffering a non-hierarchical and intimate relationship between practice and theory.

As part of an aesthetic response on the reader’s behalf, I believe it is important that the reader enter the ‘picture’ of the v-shaped valley thereby experiencing in her/his imagination that the two sides of the valley are connected (‘intimate relationship’) and that neither side of the valley is higher than the other (‘non-hierarchical -- relationship’).



A What Without A Who



One of the key notions that I had in mind when writing this poem (page 145) on Sunday, January 5th, 1997 was in ‘the dumb deep silence’ to decry the way in which language spoken and written by people can sometimes become, inappropriately in my view, totally detached from those people and their contexts and treated as an entity in itself. The poem was also written as a felt-reaction to some of my late 1996 readings around structuralist approaches to language. For example, Kearney (1994), writing on structuralism�, notes:



Words, as the discourse of the so-called ‘transcendental subject’ of man (sic), are now seen to be no more than the external workings of the system of language. Otherwise stated, words refer neither to things, nor to representations of things, nor indeed to the self-representation of the human subject. They refer quite simply to words themselves. Perhaps the most epoch-making discovery of structuralism is that language speaks itself. This appearance of language coincides with the disappearance of man (sic). In the contemporary episteme of the structural age, the individual discourse of the human subject (parole) is dissolved into the more anonymous codes of language itself (langue)

[Kearney, 1994: p. 290].



More pertinently, earlier [page 145], I have referred to two important kinds of deep-structure ‘Who’/‘What’ connections that I believe are necessary to keep in mind when reading my work, (i) the connection between the ‘What’ that is spoken/written and the ‘Who’ of the speaker/writer/practitioner, and (ii) the connection between the ‘Who’ of the knower and the ‘What’ of the claims to knowledge.







                                                       Voice



Although the poem ‘Voice’ (page 138) was written by Liu Hongbin (and not by me) and translated by Elaine Feinstein, my own readings continually draw me to:



Our voices which are spacious as the sky,

must not be frozen in us or we die�.



I have already communicated [page 143] some of the ‘deep structure’ content of my felt-reaction to the above two lines of poetry.



The above communicates a fuller epistemological justification for my utilization of a poetic form of representation in my theory construction, specifically, in relation to my understandings of the expressive mode of treatment of poetic forms of representations within my ‘valley metaphor’ and the two poems, ‘A What Without A Who’ and ‘Voice’.



This poetic dimension to my meaning-making, in my view, constitutes some practical evidence� of my openness to different ways of understanding. Also, in terms of implications, my utilisation of poetic expression in an educational action research thesis may help bolster the position of personal poetic understandings as a valid point of triangulation in educational research, both methodologically and epistemologically.



Importing a Challenge from Eisner



At this stage I wish to import, and respond to, the following challenge from Eisner (1997) to my above poetic meaning-making: Eisner (1997) claims that 







‘many alternative forms of data representation do not provide [the] kind of precision’ [demanded by] ‘conventional social science’ [and cautions that] ‘One peril of ambiguity is the Rorschach syndrome: Everyone confers his or her own idiosyncratic meaning to the data’. (Eisner, 1997: pp. 8-9)



Firstly, I concur with Bassey’s definition of educational research as 



‘systematic, critical, and self-critical enquiry (made public which) aims critically to inform educational judgements and decisions in order to improve educational actions’ (Bassey, 1995: p. 2 and p. 39). 



As Bassey (1995: pp. 38-46) distinguishes between educational research and sociological, psychological, historical, philosophical, and economic research in educational settings�, I believe his definition of educational research is open to the notion that both the social sciences and the humanities can be called upon when making meaning in educational action research which, according to Bassey (1995: p. 46), can be regarded as a subset of educational research�. My first point, therefore, is that both the social sciences and the humanities can be called upon when making meaning in educational action research and that conventional social science is not the only knowledge resource to be drawn upon when making sense of data in educational research enquiries. 



My second point follows from my first: if both the social sciences and the humanities can be called upon when making meaning in educational action research and if conventional social science is not the only knowledge resource to be drawn upon when making sense of data in educational research enquiries, then it is no contradiction, in my view, to claim that the kind of precision demanded by conventional social science - for example, the kind of precision that is explicitly embodied in terms like ‘reliability’ and ‘replication’ - is inappropriate, in my view, for studies of singularities where terms like ‘credibility’ and ‘transferability’ (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: pp. 289-298) are, I believe, more meaningful in helping to establish the trustworthiness of claims to knowledge. Therefore, regarding my own work, it is my belief that different kinds of standards of judgement to that of the conventional social scientific ‘precision’� described above are needed to help validate my claims which draw upon metaphor and poetry as two resources among many other resources when I am making meaning in my educational action research enquiry.



Thirdly, in responding to Eisner’s warning that 



‘One peril of ambiguity is the Rorschach syndrome’ where everyone ‘confers his or her own idiosyncratic meaning to the data’ (Eisner, 1997: p. 9), 



I believe it is important to bear in mind that I am responding to this particular challenge in the context of my utilization of poetic forms of representation as described and explained above (145-149). 



Interestingly, Eisner (1997: p. 9) identifies ambiguity ‘as a potential source of insight, a way of keeping the door open for fresh insights� and multiple interpretations’. In this connection, it seems to me that it is in the nature of metaphor and poetry to keep ‘the door open for fresh insights and multiple interpretations’ and yet have specific meanings proffered to the reader by the writer who may be the originator and/or interpreter of the poem or metaphor. However, there is a further dimension to my work in that I am willing to enter into dialogue with a reader of my thesis and am also open to allowing that particular reader help shape my poetic forms of representation in my thesis.



For example, regarding my ‘valley metaphor’, the following dialogic email communications between Pat D’Arcy and myself after Pat had given me feedback on my thesis on Thursday, June 25th, 1998, indicate, in my view, my openness to integrating, through social encounters, fresh insights from another educational researcher into my metaphorical and poetic understandings of my work.



Email from James Finnegan to Pat D’Arcy (July 1st, 1998)



Dear Pat, I was thinking some more about the importance of the metaphor below for my development of theory in my thesis. I feel you have a deep appreciation of its picturing function, Pat. However, it seems to me that for you (and me!) the last sentence of the metaphor ‘disrupts’ the first inner picture that a reader might construct (Was that your experience/response as a reader?). But maybe such a ‘disruption’ can become part of the metaphorical explanation for the non-hierarchical and intimate relationship between practice and theory as these help form and inform present and future teaching and research practice after the thesis is written? Any comments!?:



An important metaphor has been with me since early January (1998). --- [page 75] --- Eventually the two sides of the valley will merge into one and become the ground (a new first field) from which and through which my future teaching and research practice will grow. Warm regards, James.



Email from Pat D’Arcy (July 7th, 1998)



Dear James, --- Since we [Pat and husband] came back from the mountains and valleys of mid-Wales I’ve been thinking about your central metaphor again, especially after reading your e-mail. You’re right about the visually disruptive effect, for me at any rate, of suggesting that ‘Eventually the two sides of the valley will merge into one’and I’m quite lost when you suggest that ‘maybe such a disruption can become part of the metaphorical explanation for the non-hierarchical and intimate relationship between practice and theory...’ �



You see, I don’t want to relinquish my internal vision of this valley with the four ‘singular’ and varied fields through which you have travelled on the one slope and the vast field (or maybe forest???) on the further slope (partly in shadow) which signifies all the theory upon which you then draw. In my mind, I then imagine the valley opening out into a much wider and more spacious landscape (ie. wherever in life your research leads you next) - a vista which is only revealed once both sides of the valley which represents the past and the present, have been explored. It is what they offer in RELATIONSHIP to each other that enables the way to open up at the head of the valley - but I don’t want to think of them, metaphorically, as merging into one.

I know that I am here playing around with my personal interpretation which may not chime with yours but as you know, I love the power that metaphor has to offer fresh insights [see page 151] and so I thought you’d enjoy this without having to accept it in any way! ---



Warm regards, Pat



                           My email reply to Pat D’Arcy (July 7th, 1998)



Dear Pat, I enjoyed your letter and, in particular, I really like your idea of:



the valley opening out into a much wider and more spacious landscape --- It is what they offer in RELATIONSHIP to each other that enables the way to open up at the head of the valley.



On a couple of occasions I have pictured moving out of the valley to keep the picturing aspect ‘consistent’ but opted for ‘merging’ to help keep me ‘grounded’ --- I may create a both/and dynamic between my ‘merging’ idea and your metaphor-picture above.



Warm regards, James.



So, today, September 28th, 1998, I am creating ‘a both/and dynamic between my ‘merging’ idea and (Pat’s) metaphor-picture above’. I am therefore extending my valley metaphor to include



(i) my original idea that ‘Eventually the two sides of the valley will merge into one and become the ground (a new first field) from which and through which my future teaching and research practice will grow’ and 



(ii) Pat’s insight: ‘In my mind, I then imagine the valley opening out into a much wider and more spacious landscape (ie. wherever in life your research leads you next) - a vista which is only revealed once both sides of the valley which represents the past and the present, have been explored. It is what they offer in RELATIONSHIP to each other that enables the way to open up at the head of the valley’ �

Both (i) and (ii), to my mind, make a metaphorical contribution to meaning making, the picturing function in (i) perhaps being experienced by a reader as more surreal than that in (ii).    



Nonetheless, the important point to appreciate is that the above example constitutes evidence that I am willing to enter into dialogue with a reader of my thesis and am also open to allowing that particular reader shape my poetic forms of representation in my thesis. 



Therefore, whilst I attempt to authentically share some of my own ‘deep structure’ metaphorical and poetic meanings with any reader of my thesis and fully accept that reader’s capacity and right to construct her/his own interpretations of what I say and write, the above is illustrative of my capacity to move beyond such a stance and enter more deeply into dialogue with a particular reader of my work�. Additionally, I believe it is also eminently possible that a reader can accept the credibility of my interpretations and yet hold onto her/his unique reading of what I say and write, whether or not I integrate some of the reader’s responses into my writing. More pertinently, possibly every reader may confer‘his or her own idiosyncratic meaning to the data’ (Eisner, 1997: p. 9) [page 150], but what is really crucial, in terms of getting my work accepted in the academy, is the perceived credibility of my claims to knowledge. Therefore, while I think it is important that there is divergence rather than a reduction of all interpretations to sameness, I believe that the clearer I am about the criteria I use in the explanations within my accounts and the clearer I am about the standards of judgement [pp. 45-56] by which I wish the trustworthiness of my claims to knowledge to be judged by myself and others, the greater will be the credibility of my work and the less divergent will be the range of idiosyncratic meanings attached to my data by readers. [This completes my response to the challenge I imported from Eisner (1997: pp. 8-9) on pp. 149-150]



There are two other points worth noting, in my view, in relation to understanding poetic forms of representation more fully.



Firstly, Eisner (1996) notes that

 

The expressive mode of treatment is --- not simply a pleasant affectation, a dressing up of content to make it more palatable: it is itself part and parcel of the content of the form of representation. (Eisner, 1996: p. 53)



Secondly, perhaps there is also a sense in which poetry can bring people beyond the realm of language (whilst not forgetting the metaphorical and narrative resources of language). Eisner (1997), in considering ‘Alternative Forms of Data Representation’, notes:



In addition to stories, pictures, diagrams, maps, and theater, we use demonstrations, often unencumbered by� language, to show to others how something is done. And, perhaps above all, we have poetry, that linguistic achievement whose meanings are paradoxically non-linguistic: poetry was invented to say what words can never say. Poetry transcends the limits of language and evokes what cannot be articulated. (Eisner, 1997: p. 5)



It seems to me that Footnote 3, page 143, concurs with Eisner’s view that poetry evokes what cannot be articulated; more specifically, the two lines of Liu Hongbin’s poem ‘Voice’,



Our voices which are spacious as the sky,

must not be frozen in us or we die,



evoked a kind of attitudinal felt tacit knowledge in me [page 143]. Thus concludes my fuller explanation of my utilization of a poetic form of representation in my theory construction. 



In this second section of Chapter Seven [pp. 145-156] I have shown that (i) metaphor, as a means of expression and a way of understanding, is an important part of my own voice, and that (ii) both textual and social encounters [as well as practical action] contribute to the dynamic way in which I express my own voice when creating my own educational theory in my action research.



� These words were used by Lévinas in conversation with Kearney in Paris in 1981.

� For example, pages 100, pp. 109-110, and page 114 give the sixth form student statistical evaluations of the 1994, 1995, and 1996 teaching/learning communicative activities.

� Massarik (1981), as reported in Lincoln and Guba (1985: p. 269).

� In this excerpt I utilize bold type in some of the students’ responses to draw attention to the improving democratic nature of our educative relationships.

�  Q.4 was, ‘What values (beliefs informing my attitude to teaching/learning and to you as a  student/person and you as a group) do you experience being lived out more fully by me with you in the student/teacher learning/teaching relationship since we started the project on Tuesday 28-11-1995?’ [Q.3 asked about my failure to live out values prized by the 1995/1996 sixth form chemistry students.]

� For example, Doyle (1987), as reported in Hopkins (1993: p. 180), notes: ‘students usually achieve more when a teacher frequently asks direct and specific questions to monitor students’ progress and check their understanding’.

�  Macquarrie, J. (1988) Twentieth-Century Religious Thought. pp. 389-390. London: SCM Press; Philadelphia: Trinity Press International: ‘Ricoeur holds that joy (rather than anxiety) has a better claim to be considered the “ontological affect”, that is to say, the mood or state of mind that affords the clue to the human condition, and that directs us to an affirmative relation to being rather than to alienation.’

� Lauder (1991) Education, Democracy, and the Economy. British Journal of Sociology of Education, Vol. 12, pp. 417-431. Reprinted in Halsey, Lauder, Brown & Stuart Wells (1996). p. 391. Oxford. Own Comment: I can well remember hearing Margaret Thatcher say that ‘There is no such thing as society’ which was uttered around the time when Britain had about 3, 000, 000 people unemployed and the Republic of Ireland had about 300, 000 people unemployed. I now more fully understand her theoretical perspective and can also more fully appreciate how one can ‘be led by abstract logic to push valid ideas to irrational extremes’ [Daly, C. B. (1993) Law & Morals, p. 47. Four Courts Press.].

� For example, before the DOE White Paper on Education, Charting our Education Future (Government of Ireland, 1995) came out in 1995 there were wide consultations on one of the prior Green Papers which contained some negative market elements (e.g. an overemphasis on ‘business’ language) which were later withdrawn after consultations. The teachers have strong unions in the Republic of Ireland and can create a 46, 000 member united front when needed and I believe this factor along with criticisms from the various church groups [e.g. the Conference of Major Religious Superiors (CMRS)] together with politicians’ good will and their concern for future votes were some of the factors in modifying the market elements in one of the original Green Papers.

�  The DOE [Department Of Education] changed its name to DES [Department of Education and Science] after the publication of the 1995 White Paper on Education.

� When creating the Verbal Descriptions for this rating scale, which I first used in a questionnaire in mid-May 1994 [Appendices, page 314], I coined the word ‘disimprove’ to mean the ‘reversal’ [ = ‘dis’ (Collins, 1994)] of ‘improve’. I later discovered this word in The Chambers Dictionary (1998).

� In relation to the sixth form students’ views of their own classroom learning in chemistry, it can be seen in table S1.21 of the Appendices (page 316), which displays the students’ responses to Q.1-Q.6 of the Final Questionnaire [Appendices (page 314)], that 7 students believed their chemistry learning improved slightly, 5 students believed their chemistry learning improved a good bit, and 4 students felt their chemistry learning improved a lot during the 1994 singularity study.  

� This issue is further developed in Chapter Eleven (pp. 254-255).

� Admittedly, ‘Piaget never set out to explore individual differences in rates of development’ (Wood, 1998: p. 27).

� See Appendices (pp. 326-329) for a description and explanation of the way in which the six teaching/learning communicative activities arose.

� Member-Checking for Singularity Study Three (1996) is mentioned on top of page 79. See Appendices (pp. 335-336) for the Initiating Questionnaire and the Member-Check Questionnaire for this singularity study. The sources of the nine teaching/learning communicative activities are given on pp. 337-338.

� This connection is clearly a probabilistic notion but it is a case of reasonable probability in my view.

� Here, I draw attention to the following in my Abstract: My work also shows that I have become a more reflective practitioner as I dialogue with the writings of other educators whilst seeking to relate my values concerning democratic action and social justice to my classroom teaching. 

� I don’t think Macedo necessarily means ‘objective knowledge’ here because of the emphasis both he and Freire place on dialogue as a process of learning and knowing (Freire and Macedo, 1995: pp. 377-402). It seems to me that in a dialogic coming to know there is a sense in which all such knowledge is intersubjective in essence rather than merely objective or merely subjective.

� Rudduck, J (1995) ‘Enlarging the Democratic Promise of Education ...’, British Educational Research Journal, Vol. 21, No. 1, 1995. Presidential Address to the British Educational Research Association given at the University of Oxford, September 1994, to mark the twentieth anniversary of the Association. 

� Polan acknowledges that his argument on organisations and democracy is based fundamentally on the work of the German social theorist Niklas Luhmann (Polan , 1989: p. 28). 

� Polan includes no details.

� The six principles are respect, fairness, autonomy, intellectual challenge, social support, and security.

� In a political/humanist approach to action research, politics are moderated by a strong sense of humanism, and the researcher decides if the project is to have a political focus (Gitlin and Hadden, 1997: p. 73).

� I make a case for more socially just actions in the classroom in Part Three of my thesis.

� Hopkins (1993: p. 153) wrote ‘pupils’.

� Hopkins (loc. cit.) wrote ‘Children’.

� I have kept this poem to the right of my work table since December 1996 and often return to a reading of the last two lines in particular. Indeed, I found the poem so impactive when I first read it that I gave copies of it to three teaching colleagues in St. John’s College and emailed copies to Jack Whitehead and Ben Cunningham in Bath.

� The Independent (London), December 9th, 1996.

� I have added the bold type for emphasis.

� This may be an unintentional slippage into either/or logic on Winter’s behalf. It is my belief that theoretical insights from others can be ‘used’ in action research in the sense that these insights can be integrated into my theory construction as an educational action researcher (Whitehead, 1993: p. 57).

� Nor do I view my mention of Winter’s paper (Winter, 1998: pp. 53-68) as ‘genuflection’ (Bassey, 1995: p. 77) but rather as a form of triangulation between my work and Winter’s paper in relation to the discernment of the nature of theory construction in educational action research.

� For example, there is significant international interest in action research.

� See, for example, last main paragraph of page 40.

� I am thinking of a network of relationships within the classroom with multiple and varying levels of tension and ease.

� As already noted, this couplet has impacted on my consciousness at a feeling level since December 1996; however, this is my first time (September 1998) articulating my felt-reaction to the two lines of poetry.

� Implicit in my argument here is that the above two lines of poetry have influenced me in a tacit manner during my 1997 singularity study and in the later writings for my thesis and that in the present articulation of my felt-reaction to the couplet there is a sense in which my knowledge of some of my felt commitment (or motivation) in helping my students’ voices and my own voice to be ‘heard’ is evolving from an arena of ‘practical consciousness’ into an arena of ‘discursive consciousness’ [Footnote 2, page 23].

� A term I have borrowed from Ricoeur (1991: pp. 23-39) and discussed in more detail in Chapter Eight.

� I also use some mathematics in the form of statistics [e.g. student mean-value ratings (that is, the sixth form students gave the ratings) for disimprovement/improvement in teaching/learning communicative activities].

� This ‘expressive’ has a different meaning to ‘expressive’ in ‘expressive medium’ above.

� Eisner (1996: p. 52) includes ‘object’ and ‘event’. I have added ‘attitude’ and ‘situation’.

� The bold type is my own.

� Eisner (1996: p. 53) argues that ‘much of what is most important in human experience is not what is apparent, but, instead, what is felt about what is apparent’ and continues thus: ‘Things are not always what they appear to be on the surface. They need to be seen in terms of the kind of emotional life that they generate. The sense of curiosity displayed by a very young child exploring a new toy or the fear of an old man anticipating imminent death are not simply physical movements. Such configurations possess a pervasive quality that conveys to the sensitive perceiver the character of curiosity and fear.’

� I am borrowing the phrase ‘generalisable significance’ from Giddens (1991: p. 206).

� Wednesday, September 23rd, 1998.

� As noted earlier (page 138), ‘Voice’ was written by Liu Hongbin and translated by Elaine Feinstein.

� Specifically, in relation to Saussure (1857-1913) and the early Foucault (1926-1984).

� See Footnote 1, page 137.

� I consider my writing to be a central part of my practice for this thesis.

� This distinction is similar to Elliott’s distinction between educational theory and theories about education (Elliott, 1989: p. 84).

� Admittedly, Bassey (1995: p. vii) views ‘educational research as a free-standing member of the social sciences’. However, I contend that Bassey’s definition of educational research is more ‘open’ than this.

� It may be redundant to state that I do not dispense with precision in writing this thesis where I believe I make an assiduous attempt to state precisely what I mean.

� I use bold type here because these same words are used by Pat D’Arcy in an email ahead [page 153].

� I could have explained this part of my email more clearly to Pat on July 1st, 1998. My present understanding (September 29th, 1998) of this section of my July 1st 1998 email is that there is a picturing function also operative within ‘Eventually the two sides of the valley will merge into one and become the ground (a new first field) from which and through which my future teaching and research practice will grow’ but that its picturing function is more surreal than the picturing function within the remainder of the metaphor. Another aspect is that the ‘disruption’ reminds both the reader and myself that it is a metaphor that is being constructed, thereby lessening the possibility of succumbing to poetic trance and any unnecessary dulling of critical awareness.

� In truth, I find Pat’s ‘scenario’ much more poetic and powerful than my own ‘scenario’, and I particularly like the idea that it is what ‘both sides of the valley --- offer in RELATIONSHIP to each other that enables the way to open up at the head of the valley’: but I retain my own original ‘ending’ of the valley metaphor (which is a new beginning) because of its emphasis on ‘ground’ and also because of its possible ‘disruptive’ aspect and potential reduction of any poetic trance ( Footnote 1, page 152) which could arise in the first inner picture that a reader might construct.

� There is further support for this statement in the fact that in response to feedback on my thesis from Pat D’Arcy in February 2000, I significantly re-structured the contents of my thesis to make my meanings clearer to the reader.

� I would prefer the phrase ‘without’ to ‘unencumbered by’ because I consider language to be a wonderful gift, given and acquired by human beings. I think Eisner’s ‘unencumbered by’ hints at Eisner’s strong opposition as an artist to the reduction of meaning making in language to that of propositional language (Eisner, 1996: p. 32). 
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