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Abstract





How do I create my own educational theory in my educative relations


as an action researcher and as a teacher?





My enquiry is based on four qualitative studies [1994-1997] in a boys’ secondary school in the Republic of Ireland. I adopt a living educational theory approach to action research in my study.





In creating my own educational theory, I demonstrate how I have become a more reflective educational action researcher in developing and defining an original set of standards of judgement for judging my action research and teaching practices. These include my methodological, educational, and social standards of judgement.





In helping to facilitate an expression of student voices in my teaching, as I seek to improve their learning, I enable my sixth form students and myself to engage in more democratic actions and more egalitarian power relations in the classroom, primarily through the elicitation/creation, greater enactment, and evaluation of teaching/learning communicative activities. In this, ‘How can I help you to improve your learning?’ is a question worth asking my sixth form students.





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. 
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Foreword





How do I create my own educational theory in my educative relations


as an action researcher and as a teacher?





My thesis has emerged from trying to help Leaving Certificate sixth form (17-18 year-old) chemistry and mathematics students to improve their classroom learning in four singularity studies� that occurred in 1994, 1995, 1996, and 1997 in a boys’ secondary school, St. John’s College, a Catholic diocesan school [740 students and 45 teaching staff] in the northwest of the Republic of Ireland. The themes of creating my own educational theory, democracy, social justice, and greater appreciation of a sixth form student’s conceptual vision, emerged in an a posteriori fashion from my teaching and action research practices. These themes influenced the kind of literature I chose to engage with and the reader will meet most of this literature, as well as other literature, cumulatively, throughout the course of my thesis rather than predominantly in Part One�.





Locating more precisely my research stance, I adopt a living educational theory approach (Whitehead, 1993) to action research in my enquiry and create my own educational theory. I create my own educational theory in the descriptions and explanations of my own learning and educational development as I ask, research, and respond, in particular, to the question, ‘How can I help you to improve your learning?’ (Laidlaw and Whitehead, 1995: p. 2). Following Whitehead (1985, 2000), the idea that my educational theory is ‘living’ is grounded in:








‘I’ as a living contradiction� and the idea that individuals (can) produce valid explanations for their own learning. The idea of ‘living’ theories (is) further reinforced by the idea that the expanation for an individual’s present practice - include(s) an evaluation of the past  practice and an intention to create something better in the future which the individual (is) committed to working towards. (Whitehead, 2000: p. 97)





Valid explanations for my own learning are proffered in terms of values I attempt to live out more fully in my action research and teaching practices. These values are not static but are informed by my developing understandings of my practices in dialogue with others - students, critical friends, key respondents, and researchers in the literature. Importantly, these values also constitute an original set of standards of judgement for judging my work and my claims to knowledge [Chapter Three (pp. 45-56)].





In Chapter Two of my thesis (Part One), I argue a case for my right, as a teacher and as an action researcher, to create my own educational theory. This provides a political strand of argumentation in my work towards the beginning of my thesis. In Part Two, I focus on more democratic actions. In Part Three, I focus on more socially just actions. In Part Four, I focus on gaining a greater appreciation of a sixth form student’s conceptual vision in mathematics. In Part Five I address the question, ‘What’s in My Work for Others?’.





By ‘educative relations’, I mean the ways in which I relate educationally to my self, my sixth form students, critical friends, key respondents, and researchers in the literature. Finally, in focusing on creating my own educational theory in my educative relations as an action researcher and as a teacher, as well as valuing what is known, I place an appropriate epistemological emphasis in my work on my particular way of knowing.








A Recommendation to the Reader





As a possible ‘ideas formulation’ exercise in appreciating my work and who I view as my potential audience, I think it will be helpful to the reader, at this juncture, to read Section 3 of my final chapter [pp. 277-281], where I address the question, ‘What’s in My Work for Others?’. I address this question in my final chapter rather than here because of the chronological and logical way in which the question arose in my enquiry. However, I feel the reader’s acquaintance with the content of the above from early on in my thesis will enhance the reader’s understanding of my work. A central point to appreciate is that the following seven related areas constitute my educational theory:





Democracy and Teaching/Learning Communicative Activities.


Social Justice and Helping the Most ‘Disadvantaged’ Students.


A Sixth Form Student’s Conceptual Vision in Mathematics and Some of Vygotsky’s Work.


Relevance in an Irish Context.


Creating My Own Educational Theory.


A Particular Living Educational Theory Study and Standards of Judgement.


Social Philosophy Informing My Fuller Understanding of My Educational Practice.





Also, before beginning Part One of my thesis, I think it will be useful for the reader to view the contents of page 294 to get an idea of how I have structured the Appendices.











� I define studies of singularities in Chapter Four (pp. 57-58).


� Such a stance is supported by Green’s (1999) assertion that it is now more commonly accepted within the action research tradition that ‘the literature needs to permeate each chapter of the thesis rather than being predominantly bound within any kind of literature review’ (Green, 1999: p. 110).


� Here, it is important to appreciate that Whitehead does not mean that ‘two mutually exclusive statements are true simultaneously’ but rather that one experiences oneself ‘holding together two mutually exclusive opposites’ (Whitehead, 1999: p. 1).
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