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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

In this narrative of my self-study action research into my practice I describe and 

explain my living theory of caring pedagogical practice as I claim to know my own 

educational development (Whitehead 1989a) in relation to teaching children to realise 

their capacity to think critically, within a context of a new scholarship of educational 

practice (Boyer 1990). I claim that as I researched dialogical pedagogies that would 

support my aims of encouraging children to be critical thinkers, I also 

reconceptualised my own identity as a critical thinker and began to challenge 

dominant orthodoxies that have traditionally determined who is seen as a knower in a 

primary classroom and who is seen as an educational researcher.  

 

I articulate how my ontological values of care, freedom and justice in relation to 

others were transformed through their emergence into the living standards of 

judgment by which I evaluated the educational influence in learning of my developing 

dialogical practice.  

 

I claim that I have generated a personal living educational theory about teaching 

children to be critical thinkers that is grounded in the idea of óbeingô rather than 

óhavingô (Fromm 1979), and this stands as my original contribution to knowledge in 

my field. I explain how I experienced a dissonance between my values and my 

practice that led me to critique dominant didactic norms as located in an abstract 

concept of a generalised óOtherô, whereas my dialogical practice was located in the 

idea of relationships with real, concrete others (Benhabib 1987). I explain the 

significance of my research, grounded in my multimedia evidence base, for my own 

educational development, for my institution, and for the wider educational research 

community, as I clarify the developmental processes of my capacity to theorise my 

practice. 
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Introduction and Overview 

Outlining the main ideas of my thesis 

 

This thesis is my research story. It is the narrative account of my self-study action 

research as I deliberately transformed myself from being a propositional thinker into a 

critical thinker. It is therefore a story of my own epistemological journey, and tells of 

what I now know and how I came to know it (Whitehead and McNiff 2006). My claim 

throughout is that I have come to know how I think and why I think as I do. 

Furthermore, as a teacher who teaches children to be critical thinkers, I am saying that I 

now understand my pedagogical practice at a new level, in ways that I did not 

appreciate before. I can offer descriptions and explanations for my work with young 

children, and these descriptions and explanations constitute my living theory of critical 

practice. I am claiming that I am offering my living theory of practice as a critical 

pedagogue as my original contribution to knowledge in my field. Throughout I will aim 

to demonstrate the validity of this claim by producing authenticated evidence in relation 

to identified criteria and standards of judgement, and I will explain how I have sought 

critical and informed feedback to test the robustness of my claims. 

My understanding of self-study action research is that it is a form of enquiry that is 

committed to action, and to improvement of practice. My thesis is grounded in my 

understanding of how I took action to improve my critical awareness as the grounds for 

developing new pedagogies to encourage my students to realise their infinite capacity to 

know and to think for themselves. My study therefore becomes an account of an 

emerging praxis ï that is, moral, informed, committed action. I undertook my study 

with a view to improving my practice, and to contributing to the development of a good 

social order (McNiff 2005a, McNiff et al.1992), and I will explain throughout how I 

have come to the point where I believe I am succeeding in my educational goals, and 

can produce authenticated evidence to test the validity of these claims.  

 In this report you will read about my efforts to create and sustain a critical community 

of enquiry in my classroom and in my institution. I will explain my struggle to come to 
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the understanding that, in order to help my students to think critically and exercise their 

intellectual freedom, I first had to learn to be more critical myself.   

Becoming more critical for me meant that, as I engaged in systematic processes of 

cyclical inquiry and reflection in order to make informed choices about courses of 

action in my practice and, as I worked my way through both the research process and 

the writing process, I found that I gradually became better able to document both my 

professional and personal world. I became more critically aware of the many socio-

cultural and historical narratives and discourses that have contributed to my ontological, 

epistemological and educational values, and that have shaped me personally and 

professionally, and to which I in turn also contribute. As the document progresses, my 

deepening understanding about the processes of education can be seen evolving from 

chapter to chapter. By problematising some of the many complexities of the taken-for-

granted concepts about knowledge and knowing in educational settings, I believe that I 

have come to a richer and more critical understanding of why I do what I do.   

To provide a context for these issues, I outline some key concepts that have informed 

the writing of this thesis. These ideas will be more fully developed later. The key 

concepts include issues of ontology, methodology and epistemology, and I explain the 

relationships between them in the generation of my living educational theory, and its 

potential significance for transforming the existing social order. 

I begin with my values. 

My values 

My research is grounded in the values I hold about research, education, and my 

relationships with others. I explain how my ontological, epistemological and 

methodological values have come to act as the explanatory principles for my work and 

for the writing of this thesis (Whitehead 2005, McNiff and Whitehead 2005). In 

offering this account of my exploration into my practice I show how I hold myself 

morally accountable for the actions I take within my practice by explaining the reasons 

and purposes for those actions.  

My living theory of practice is drawn, therefore, from the values that inform my life. I 

explain how my practice is shaped by who I am, and how my identity is rooted in the 
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values I hold.  At the same time, I appreciate that my living theory is informed by the 

specific influences of my life history and living contexts ï my age, race, class, gender 

and sexuality (Denzin and Lincoln 2000, Kincheloe and Berry 2004).  This means that 

my theory is both an explanation of my practice and an explanation of my living 

relation to the world of my practice (Kincheloe and Berry 2004).  

This scrutiny of my values as the grounds for practice enabled me to understand and 

justify my choice of research methodology. I deliberately chose a self-study action 

research methodology for my enquiry because I believed it to be one in which my 

educational commitments and my educational values would be in harmony.  Whitehead 

and McNiff (2006) suggest that 

We understand our ontological values as the deeply spiritual connections 

between ourselves and others. These are embodied values, which we make 

external and explicit through our practices and theories. 
                                                                     (Whitehead and McNiff 2006 p.86) 

Whitehead and McNiff (op cit) describe how, in a living approach to educational action 

research, the researcherôs ontological values can transform into an educational 

commitment. Similarly, Bullough and Pinnegar (2004) suggest that issues of ontology, 

that is, óoneôs being in and towards the world should be a central feature of any 

discussion of the value of self-study researchô (p.319). My educational commitments 

are grounded in my sense of integrity towards others, and in my values of care, freedom 

and justice for others. They are also grounded in my capacity to think and generate 

knowledge for myself, as I endeavour to bring my values to a living form in my 

everyday dealings with others.  

Furthermore, I have come to understand how values can transform into action. Raz 

(2001, cited in Whitehead and McNiff 2006 p.85) explains how values remain as 

abstract concepts until they are transformed into living practices and thus have the 

potential for creating meaning. I am aware of how my abstract values took on meaning 

throughout my living practices as they transformed into the living critical standards I 

identified for my practice. As I seek ways of bringing my embodied values into a living 

form in my everyday practice, I present myself with general questions of the form:  

¶ How do I live my values of care, freedom and justice in my practice?  

I also ask more specific practice-based questions of the form:  
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¶ Why do I form a circle with my students and provide opportunities for 

dialogue? (Video link: Dialogue in a circle) 

¶ How do I encourage my students to exercise their critical faculties and think for 

themselves? 

¶ Why do I resist being prescriptive or didactic and instead seek to provide 

opportunities for my students to learn about their world through their own 

capacity for enquiry?   

¶ Why do I endeavour to encourage my studentsô aesthetic responses to music and 

art through providing them with opportunities to respond in ways that honour 

their different intelligences?  

¶ Why do I view worksheets as occasions for dialogue? (Video link: Worksheet 

dialogue)  

This list is not exhaustive: it provides examples of the kinds of questions I ask of my 

practice.  In addressing these kinds of issues, I aim to show how my descriptions and 

explanations of my critical and dialogical pedagogies demonstrate how I am living in 

the direction of my values as the grounds for my original claim to research-based 

knowledge.  

My epistemological values 

Through my study I have come to new understandings about the nature and acquisition 

of knowledge. I have come to see knowledge as provisional and in a constant state of 

evolution. While I accept that much valuable knowledge appears in a propositional 

form, I have come to see how propositional knowledge needs also to be contextualised 

within the living process of an enquirerôs attempts to come to know. Throughout I 

critique traditional views of knowledge as existing separate from the knower, a view 

that appears to be dominant in Irish education, and I will look at the potential 

significance of my action enquiry for contributing to and possibly transforming the 

existing knowledge base of educational enquiry in Ireland.   

More importantly, I have learned to problematise. To explain my use of the term 

óproblematiseô, I draw on the literatures of critical pedagogy (for example, Darder et al., 

VideoClips/Chap0_Clip_01.wmv
VideoClips/Chap0_Clip_02.wmv
VideoClips/Chap0_Clip_02.wmv
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2003, Freire 1972, 1973; Kincheloe 2004).  I understand problematising to mean 

looking at a situation from all sides. Rather than accepting normative understandings, 

one draws back from a situation in order to look at it again from a more critical 

perspective.  Drawing on Freire (1976) I now see problematising as a question posing or 

ódialectic processô (p. 151) that seeks to óreveal and apprehend realityô (p. 150) and very 

different to a technical rational óproblem-solvingô stance.  Yet for Freire (op cit) 

óproblematisation is not only inseparable from the act of knowing but also inseparable 

from concrete situationsô (p. 151). A developing capacity for problematising or 

deconstructing has led me to important new insights about the nature of my work. I 

have learned that óbeing a critical thinkerô is not the same as ódoing critical thinkingô or 

óhaving critical thinking skillsô.  My examination of the processes of becoming a more 

critically aware person has informed and transformed how I thought and taught, and 

now influences my approach to encouraging my students to be critically aware.  

Issues of validity and values 

I have also deepened my understanding of the need to test my claims against the critical 

insights of others, in order to establish their validity. Testing my claims has involved 

identifying the criteria and standards of judgement I use to make judgements about the 

potential worth of my practice and the validity of my claims. Both are linked, in that 

both are grounded in my values. In describing my practice, I show how my values of 

care, freedom and justice, in relation to the integrity of my practice, and care for my 

students as significant others, coalesce as the living standards of judgement by which I 

assess the quality of my practice.  I then explain how I test my claims against the same 

values of care, freedom and justice.  I explain how I am therefore transforming the 

abstract linguistic articulation of my values into my critical living standards of 

judgement (McNiff and Whitehead 2005 p.1) whereby I assess the quality of my work 

and ójudge the authenticity of my claim to knowledge and my ontological and social 

integrityô (ibid). 

I further explain how I have tested my claims in the social sphere. I have tested them 

against existing views in the literatures of education and educational research; against 

the critique of peers and students; and against the critique of others in the wider 

educational domain (Roche 2001a, 2002a-c, 2003a-h, 2004a-b, 2005).  I test my claim 

by asking you, my reader, to judge if my claims to knowledge may be accepted as 
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valid in terms of their methodological and epistemological rigour, and whether my 

account, in the form of the communication of my emergent living theory, may be 

legitimised through establishing that it is comprehensible, sincere, truthful and 

appropriate in that it demonstrates awareness of the normative assumptions of my 

contexts (Habermas 1987, see also Hartog 2004, McNiff and Whitehead 2005).  

I now consider the potential significance of my study, and some of the potential 

implications arising from my findings.  

The potential significance of my study 

A firm belief in the capacity of people for critical and creative and independent thought, 

and a steadfast commitment to developing pedagogies that would sustain those values 

and allow them to emerge in a living form in my practice influenced me to begin this 

study.  By adopting a self-study action research methodology, I have found an approach 

that enables practitioners like me to offer their living educational theories as they seek 

to account for their professional practices. This approach is well documented in the 

literatures (for example in McNiff 2002, Whitehead 2004a, 2004b; Whitehead and 

McNiff 2006), and has had influence for the transformation of existing social and 

cultural practices (see Church 2004, Lohr 2006, Naidoo 2005, Pound 2003). The 

development of this approach in Ireland is especially significant (Farren 2005, Glenn 

2006, McDonagh 2007, Sullivan 2006). I hope that my thesis can contribute to this 

growing body of knowledge. 

This methodology endorses the idea of óteacher as theoristô (McNiff and Whitehead 

2005), an evolution from the idea of teacher as óreflective practitionerô (Schºn 1983) 

and óteacher as researcherô (Stenhouse 1975). Efron (2005), writing about the educator 

Janusz Korczak, says that Korczak, too, questioned the traditional positioning of teacher 

as transmitter of knowledge and implementer of othersô theories. For example, Efron 

states that Korczak was 

é suspicious of the theoristsô presumption to guide educators in their practice, 

and he resented the view of teachers as passive transmitters of knowledge, 

authorized from above. He mocked the pretentious ñexpertò whose theoretical 

principles have limited value for the daily struggles of teachers 

                                                                                               (Efron 2005 p.146) 
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She also suggests that Korczak appreciated the need for practitioners to investigate their 

own practice and interrogate their values: 

é[He] appreciated that the uniqueness and mysterious nature of the human 

soul requires subjective, context-related, and intuitive perspective é Korczakôs 

ideas are still relevant to the current educational discourse and may stimulate 

new insights into the role of the educator as a researcher and knowledge 

producer who is an active advocate of change and reform  

                                                                                                (Efron 2005 p.146) 

Whitehead (1989) explains how educational theory as a living form can be generated by 

a teacher from within her lived practice in the classroom. I found this approach 

attractive, because I have always seen the potential of my classroom based work for 

personal and social transformation.  Now, by placing my thesis in the public domain, I 

hope that I am contributing to the development of a growing body of scholarship of 

educational enquiry that enables teachers and other practitioners to come to see how 

they can do this for themselves. 

The appreciation of the need for teachers to be seen as educational researchers and 

theorists is especially important in contemporary debates in Ireland and elsewhere about 

the significance of practice-based research. Kincheloe and Berry (2004) appear to agree, 

when they explain how important it is to 

é abandon the quest for some naµve concept of realism, focusing instead on 

the clarification of [oneôs] position in the web of reality and the social locations 

of other researchers and the ways they shape the production and interpretation 

of knowledge.  

                                                                            (Kincheloe and Berry 2004 p.2)  

As a full time teacher as well as a researcher, I am concerned to have my practitioner 

voice heard and to have my experience as a practitioner researcher investigating her 

educational practice contribute to academic discourses. Traditionally the voices of 

primary teachers have not been heard in the academy except, perhaps, as units of 

enquiry for external researchers. I did not have an awareness of these issues when I 

began my research. I was unaware of how practitioners can come to be used as data in 

othersô enquiries, and how their voices can be systematically marginalised in the 

process. However, by pursuing my study, my critical awareness developed as I 

encountered and began to problematise issues to do with the dominance of propositional 

forms of knowledge over the knowledge of experience.   
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I have become involved in debates about these issues. I now understand that the 

dominance of western Enlightenment principles about knowledge has led to the 

traditional valuing of objective, neutral and value-free scientific research. Enquiry into 

why this is so has been a feature of the work of many postmodern researchers. Suresh 

Canagarajah (2002), for example, argues that, although scientific research would claim 

to be apolitical, it both complements and benefits from a favourable set of 

sociopolitical, material and historical conditions and thus ópromotes the hegemony of 

Western civilization and its knowledge traditionô (p.58). In a paradoxical sense, he says, 

ódisinterested positivism serves ideological interestsô (p.59). These issues have become 

central for me, and permeate this thesis, because I have come to understand how the 

same hegemonic grip over what counts as valid knowledge and who constitutes a 

knower, has traditionally served to silence the voices of teachers and children by 

relegating them as óunits of enquiryô to the margins of educational and social scientific 

research. They have also been relegated to the periphery of public discourses, and this 

public marginalisation has thus denied them the right to be seen as theorists and 

knowers in their own right. My work, in the sense of challenging such silencing, and in 

the sense that I encourage my students also to challenge norms, could be understood as 

counter-hegemonic. 

These insights have developed through the frequently problematic process of my 

research. I show the progression of my learning from a point where, as I began my 

study, I was supremely confident of my ability to carry out a self-study action enquiry 

(without having any grounds for that confidence), and convinced of the órightnessô of 

my choice of topic, to a point, now, where I realise that I am less likely to say that I am 

confident or convinced, because I realise now that my theory and understanding of my 

practice are provisional, still emerging and developing in a dialectical relationship with 

my values, which themselves are constantly evolving in my practice and in my life.   

The significance of my research therefore, lies in my capacity for critical engagement 

with my own learning for cultural transformation, as this is grounded in my emergent 

practice. I explain first what led me to question my practice. I describe how I felt that 

my values of care, freedom and justice were being denied in my practice. I felt that the 

form of education that I, as part of the wider institution of education in Ireland, offered 

to children in my classroom was a potential denial of those values. I was concerned 
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about the dearth of opportunities for children to develop their capacity for originality of 

mind and critical engagement, and their right to a voice to demonstrate that capacity. I 

show how I attempted to change this situation, first by improving my learning about 

such issues, and then bringing this new learning into my field of practice to inform and 

improve new learning and practice.  

My study is about transforming values of oppression into values of a caring and just 

form of freedom as I teach in ways that encourage children to think independently, to 

avoid fundamentalist thinking, and to critique rather than accept passively the stories 

they are handed through the media. I do this in the interests of making my contribution 

to an open society.  By developing my own theory of practice and encouraging my 

children to do the same, I am contributing to a form of practical and theoretical practice 

that is itself emancipatory and contributes to forms of open thinking. 

I can now begin to examine the transformative potentials of how I teach in ways that 

honour children as original and critical thinkers, and throughout I attempt to explain the 

significance of my study for my own learning and that of my institution. I show how, as 

I grew into my research, I slowly acquired my theoristôs voice and gradually came to 

see that, in order to encourage my children to think critically, I first had to understand 

my own practice as a critical thinker. I then look at some of the wider potential social 

and educational implications of this study.  

My claim to knowledge 

I present my claim to knowledge in terms of my possible contribution to new 

educational practice and to new educational theory:  

¶ In relation to practice, I indicate how my living theory of the practice of 

freedom as a form of caring justice values the capacity of children for 

independence of mind and critical engagement, as well as their entitlement to 

opportunities to exercise this capacity in school. My living theory therefore has 

potential significance for other practitioners. I offer my living theory to other 

practitioners through this account as well as through making my work public in 

several other ways (at education conferences; through professional development 

in-service provision and workshops for teachers; through the publication of 

papers; and through communication with other researchers). In all cases I invite 
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others to see if my work has relevance for them. I do not prescribe: I respect 

each practitionerôs right to think for themselves. (Appendix B.)  

¶ In the domain of educational theory I demonstrate the significance of my living 

theory of the practice of freedom as commensurable with my values of justice 

and care and I explain how my theory builds on and differs from traditional 

propositional theories of care, freedom and justice in the literatures as I engage 

with these literatures in a critical way.  

My research is located in the notion of a new scholarship, which emerged from ideas 

developed by Boyer (1990), Schön (1983, 1987); Whitehead (1993), Zeichner (1999).  

In testing my claim to knowledge I focus on standards of judgement that are grounded 

in my ontological values of justice and freedom.  By drawing on my values as living 

standards of judgement I engage with the work of Whitehead (1989a) whose idea of a 

scholarly practice of educational enquiry (Whitehead 2000) encompasses a new living 

form of epistemology that grounds standards of judgement in living values.    

In testing the validity of my claims I ask myself questions of the kind: 

¶ Have I taught in ways that acknowledge my students as creative independent 

knowers, capable of original and critical engagement? 

¶ Is there evidence for my claim that I have developed my own learning along 

with my students? 

¶ Have I made a difference for good in my institution through the exercise of my 

educational influence? 

¶ Have I contributed to the learning of others through living towards my values of 

justice and freedom in my educative relationships?  

The broad aims of my research therefore became: 

¶ a reconceptualisation of my understanding of what óteaching critical thinkingô 

means, and a reconceptualisation of my identity as a more critically aware 

person 
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¶ an improvement in my educational practice and the realisation in my practice of 

my values of care, freedom and justice,  along with the development of my own 

critical awareness 

¶ a realisation of some of the stated aims of the Primary School Curriculum 

(Government of Ireland 1999)  

¶ the promotion of a culture of respectful dialogue in my classroom: a 

development of my studentsô confidence in their ability to speak to a group of 

their peers and the development of their capacity to critique 

¶ a contribution towards the development of a critical community of enquiry in 

my institution as I assist colleagues in their efforts to establish an environment 

for critical dialogue in their classrooms. 

Organisation of the thesis 

The organisation of the ideas in this thesis loosely follows the steps involved in an 

action enquiry as outlined in McNiff and Whitehead (2006), as follows: 

¶ I identify a concern when my educational values are denied in my practice 

¶ I offer examples of situations to show how these educational values are denied 

in my practice 

¶ I imagine and implement a solution to the situation 

¶ I evaluate the outcomes of the implemented solution 

¶ I modify my practice in light of the outcomes of the implemented solution 

The thesis document is organised into three main sections each comprising two or three 

chapters.  Section 1, which comprises three chapters, is concerned with the background 

to my research and with methodological issues; Section 2 includes two chapters in 

which I explore my conceptual and contextual literature frameworks and Section 3 

contains three chapters which provide my meta-reflections on my action reflection 

cycles.  This is followed by my concluding chapter which explores the significance of 

my study. 
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Each chapter addresses identified issues, and shows the systematic process of my 

enquiry (Stenhouse 1983). In each chapter I engage with appropriate literatures, and I 

articulate for my reader my understanding of the significance of my research as I tell it. 

The thesis itself can be seen as a continuation of my action-reflection, as I interrogate 

the significance of producing the thesis in my attempts to have my claims to knowledge 

validated by the Academy and legitimised as worthy of acceptance in the public 

domain.  
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Section 1 

Setting out on my epistemological journey 

 

This section provides the background to my studies. I explain how I came to identify a 

research question. I explain how I articulated a concern about my practice and how the 

focus of my research then shifted to a consideration of the possible reasons for my 

concern, and how this became the beginning of my capacity to theorise my practice.  In 

order to look at how and why my journey into critical thinking began in the first place, I 

outline my personal professional history, and show how my early experiences had a 

direct influence on later pedagogical practices. I explain and justify why I chose a self-

study action research methodology and I outline some of the practical details of 

conducting my enquiry. I organise this section into three chapters which segue into and 

inform each other. 

 

I now begin my story. 
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Chapter 1 

Background to my research 

Inevitably, my thesis is a retrospective account. I explain the past in light of current 

understandings. Often those understandings were achieved with difficulty, and are 

therefore possibly more worthwhile than if they had come easily. In this chapter I 

explain how I came to identify a research question, and how the question itself evolved 

in light of new insights that emerged through the processes of studying my own 

practice. 

How and why my research question evolved 

My research question as it has evolved is in two parts:  

¶ How can I improve my practice and develop my critical awareness so as to live 

in the direction of my values of care, freedom and justice? 

¶ While endeavouring to live my practice in the direction of those values, how do 

I develop pedagogies that provide my students, colleagues and myself with 

authentic opportunities to work in ways that demonstrate our capacities to think 

critically and to co-create knowledge for ourselves?  

This was not the research question I identified at the beginning of my study. Following 

completion of my masterôs study programme (Roche 2000b) in which I had begun to 

investigate my practice as a primary school teacher who was trying to teach children to 

philosophise, I decided to undertake a doctoral studies programme in order further to 

develop my understandings. I have maintained this focus in my work, but have now 

deepened my understanding of what I am doing as contributing to childrenôs capacity to 

think critically. However, back in 2001, I began an action enquiry into óimproving the 

higher-order thinking of my pupils through classroom discussionô (see Appendix A.2. 

and Roche 2002a). That title tells me now that, as I began my study, I positioned myself 

within propositional epistemologies and logics, and adopted the ontological perspective 

of one who is separate from the action and outside the study. By propositional logics I 



© Mary Roche 2007 

   15 

mean a form of logic grounded in the idea that knowledge exists separate from the 

knower, and is reified and abstracted.   

I would probably have argued back then, that my study was insider research, grounded 

in a dialectical form of knowing, an understanding located in the idea that knowledge is 

created in the to-and-fro of question and answer, and in conversational relationships. I 

appreciate now that I had not fully explored my epistemological stance. I was clearly 

confused about the assumptions underpinning my research, thinking that, because I was 

both a practitioner and a researcher, I was de facto ódoing self-studyô. I now see that in 

order fully to understand what I was doing, I first had to enter into a double dialectic of 

meaning-making about my practice (Lomax 1999). This meant that I had also to engage 

in a deep and systematic way with a reflective writing process both as a sense-making 

activity for myself, and as a way of communicating my ideas to others. 

I began by studying what happened as I engaged my students in a weekly process of 

classroom discussion called Thinking Time (see below for an explanation of óThinking 

Timeô).  I planned to foreground this aspect of my practice and faithfully record what 

took place during these discrete discussions over a period of years.  I did not see that in 

relegating it to the background I was making an assumption that the órestô of my 

practice was not in need of improvement.  When I began researching I was not fully 

aware of the dialectical nature of the relationship between the knowledge I create and 

myself, or between my practice and my theory, or even between my teaching and my 

learning, partly because I had not yet begun the task of trying to internalise and then 

explicate my ideas through the writing process. When I reflect on my early field notes 

and diary, I can see that I thought in logics that were more technical-rational than I 

realised.  For example, in the data excerpts below, following some Thinking Time 

activities, I transcribed what the children had said in the discussions and then wrote in 

my journal: 

The discussion lasted 35 minutes. Most children became engaged in 

discussion. Only C, S and R failed to contribute. C. tended to get up and 

walk around at times, but it did not seem to distract the others. There 

were no interruptions, and no noise from next door. (RD 16-01-02) 
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The children are getting used to the idea of Thinking Time and are now 

able to prepare the room for the circle (Video link: Preparation for 

circle).  CD insisted on holding her teddy for the duration of the 

discussion. (RD 05-02-02) 

 

The sun shone é I took the circle out of doors. The topic worked well: 

Iôll recommend that colleagues try it. Iôll need to check on Rôs 

participation in future discussions. Not sure if K understood concept: 

perhaps I should have him assessed for language processing difficulty. 

(RD 12-02-02) 

 

(To note: I place excerpts from my research diary into this kind of textbox and refer to 

them as RD.) 

Many entries in my reflective diary are similar: they are concerned with case study type 

analyses, dates and times, and what my students did or said. They contain observations 

of what others and I were doing but few reflections on what I thought, and they offer 

my suggestions as to what óoughtô to be done. There is virtually no problematising or 

critique, and little or no theorising. My óIô is distant and abstract, and communicated in 

the voice of one who is observing and describing the actions of others.  

I now see that I could have learned far more from these episodes of practice had I 

reflected on my learning from them and theorised my practice by offering explanations 

as well as descriptions, and without then using those descriptions as prescriptions for 

the practices of others. Instead, my initial focus was to gather data about the childrenôs 

behaviour, rather than any accounting for my practice. In looking for ways of improving 

what the children might do better, rather than what I might do differently, I failed to ask 

myself important critical questions because I was not thinking critically at that time. I 

was not, for example, asking critical questions about why I believed that an intervention 

in my practice was necessary ï why I was doing Thinking Time in the first place, or 

why, for instance, I felt that Côs wandering (data excerpt above) was acceptable. In the 

same way that I can now appreciate that my values about care, freedom and justice 

influenced my decision to adopt pedagogical strategies (such as Thinking Time) that 

would provide my children with greater opportunities for dialogue, I can now see that 

the same values informed my decision to accept Côs roving, and not to insist that he 

VideoClips/Chap1_Clip_01.wmv
VideoClips/Chap1_Clip_01.wmv
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conformed. Those values also possibly influenced my decisions to take the children out 

of doors frequently (data excerpt above). At the beginning of my research, however, I 

had only superficially articulated my values: I had not carried out any deep inquiry into 

why I held them or how they might synthesise into living practices and standards for 

judging my practice (McNiff and Whitehead 2005). I neither recognised the link 

between ontological and epistemological values, nor critically analysed them as living 

standards by which I could judge my practice.   

I have also become aware that, when I began my study, I did not engage critically with 

literatures: I accepted underlying assumptions as givens, and reported the thinking of 

others in my writing, rather than think for myself. I now understand that engagement 

with literatures means that I must demonstrate that as I read, I can critique, and arrive at 

my own conclusions.   

I shall shortly outline how and why my critical capacities began to emerge, but here, I 

will show why they had not, including the experience of being lulled into a sense of 

complacency about my thinking and my pedagogies. I begin with my experiences as a 

student teacher. 

My experiences as a student and student teacher 

Perhaps my personal experience of education contributed to my being an uncritical 

thinker. I was schooled as a student and trained as a teacher to rely on propositional 

knowledge. When I read the prescribed educational literatures, I read for information, 

which I automatically accepted as valid knowledge, and I believed most of what I read. 

I felt that academic books were recommended by experts (my college professors), 

written by experts, and, being óonly a teacherô, I had not enough academic status or 

knowledge to critique them. I can now explain how this stance needs to be challenged, 

as follows. 

I now understand how teachers have until recently been positioned as objects of 

educational research carried out by academic researchers, rather than as theorists (see 

McNiff and Whitehead 2005). Thérèse Day (2005) for example clearly delineates 

between practitioner-researchers and academic researchers: 

é the teacher-as-researcher movement makes the case for grounding research 

collaboratively with teachers in their own practice through methodologies such 
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as action research and ensuring that there is sustained interactivity between 

both teachers and researchers é This sort of work offers promising 

possibilities for collaborative research between practicing teachers, teacher 

educators and educational researchers.    

                                                                                          (T. Day 2005 pp. 27-8) 

From my more critical reading of contemporary educational literatures, it would appear 

that Dayôs assumptions are far from unusual. I have developed the capacity to critique 

such perspectives. My ontological and epistemological values are such that I value 

individuals as unique knowers, and I believe that teachers have the capacity for 

researching and theorising their own practices. However, many teachers are often 

reluctant to accept the responsibility of researching and theorising their practices, as 

explained by McNiff and Whitehead (2005 p.2), who also argue that many teachers 

adopt discourses of derision to explain away their reluctance to engage with theory.  

Without wishing to portray myself as a victim of repressive educational cultures, I 

believe that my reliance on propositional thought could be perceived as a form of 

internalised oppression. Internalised oppression is a concept widely used across a 

variety of disciplines and critical projects, including contemporary critical pedagogy.  

Tappan (2001) suggests that the concept is used   

é to describe and explain the experience of those who are members of 

subordinated, marginalized, or minority groups, those who are powerless and 

(often) victimized (both intentionally and unintentionally) by members of 

dominant groups. 

                                                                                                (Tappan 2001 p.3)  

 

The word óunintentionallyô is important in this quotation. My teachers were 

hardworking and conscientious nuns who wanted the best for us. My personal form of 

óinternalised oppressionô relates more to my dependency since my schooldays on 

absorbing the ideas of others, rather than working out my own ideas and theory, and I 

carried this legacy into my practice as a teacher. From conversations with colleagues, 

and from my experience of presenting teacher workshops and in-service courses (see 

Appendices B. 4. and B. 5.), I consider that I was far from unusual in denigrating my 

own knowledge as inferior ópracticalô knowledge, while believing that all abstract 

theoretical knowledge was superior to any knowledge I might have. 

Despite these initial ontological and epistemological confusions, though, I felt justified 

in arguing that I was engaged in a self-study action enquiry simply because my data 
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were concerned with me and with my practice, my students, and my classroom. This 

begs the questions as to why I had adopted a methodology with which I obviously was 

not initially fully conversant. 

The evolution of my methodological stance 

I initially chose a self-study action research methodology because óit felt rightô. I could 

not say why I knew it was right for me: I ójust knewô (McNiff 2000 p.41). This kind of 

intuitive personal knowing finds resonance in the work of Polanyi (1958, 1967). 

Polanyi argued that hunches, guesses, and imaginings (all investigative acts) are 

motivated by what he suggests are passions, and are not always easily articulated in 

formal terms. The evolving understanding about my methodological stance was 

accompanied by a similar evolving understanding of the nature of my research question.  

Two factors were key to enabling me to become critical: the first was working with my 

study group at the University of Limerick; the second was a change of school. I explain 

here how these two factors came together and started me on my journey of becoming 

critical. At the same time, I explain how my research question emerged from a concern 

with my existing practice. This involves a consideration of the idea of Thinking Time, 

and how that informed my emergent understanding. 

The evolution of my research question 

My research question began with a concern that there was something amiss in my 

practice, and that discovering it would help me understand the reasons for why I feel 

compelled to work in the way I do. As my study evolved I wanted to know the nature of 

the passion that drives me to seek to involve my students in dialogue as I encourage 

them to search for meaning in their world and their lives; and to understand why I could 

not accept the status quo and simply let things be. I needed to know what it was about 

the Irish education system that troubled me to an extent where I was willing to engage 

in a systematic research programme. Eventually, I also wanted to find ways of 

contributing to public debates about education, and teachersô capacity for thinking 

critically about education, and teaching in ways that respect and honour childrenôs 

capacity to think for themselves. I wanted to try to improve the educational experiences 

of my students and help them to become more critical thinkers than I had been. 
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So my research question began initially in my examination and articulation of my 

educational and epistemological values. The encouragement to begin to interrogate my 

values began in the experience of being involved with others in the study group that 

convened as part of a guided doctorate programme at the University of Limerick, as 

well as systematically engaging with literatures that adopted a focused critical stance. 

Through reflecting on and interrogating my values, in the company of others who were 

doing the same, I came to understand that I greatly value care, freedom and justice. 

Furthermore, through the experience of studying together with others who were also 

developing their critical capacities, and responding to their critical feedback to my 

accounts of practice, I came to see that those qualities were often lacking in my 

practice. I was troubled that I was experiencing myself as a living contradiction in that 

my values were denied in my practice (Whitehead 1989a). Having experience of using 

an action research approach for my MA studies, I felt that the methodology would 

enable me to investigate and improve my practice so that my values could be realised.  

I therefore began to introduce a range of interventions in my practice, as follows. 

Thinking Time 

One of my first interventions entailed introducing my students to a process of classroom 

discussion called Thinking Time. I had heard about this process in the early 1990s and 

felt drawn to it. Thinking Time was developed by Donnelly (1994), an Irish primary 

school teacher who adapted the work on Philosophy for Children of Matthew Lipman, 

an American analytical philosopher (see Lipman 1982, 1984, 1985, 1988, 1991, 1993, 

1996).   

In my classroom, a Thinking Time session is a discrete time for class discussion on a 

topic of interest to the children. The children and I sit in a circle, and I participate both 

as facilitator and ordinary member of the circle (Figures 1.1 and 1.2).   
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Figure 1-1: Photo of a Thinking Time circle in my infant classroom 

 

 

Figure 1-2: Video still from a Thinking Time with 3rd Class 

Many claims about the efficacy of Thinking Time as a dialogical pedagogical strategy 

have been made by Irish teachers who have adopted it in their classroom practices 

(Campbell 2001, Donnelly 1994, 2005; Hegarty 2000, Murnane 2000, J. Russell 2005). 

Russell comments: 

[Thinking Time] becomes a community of enquiry or community of persons-

in-relation, speakers and hearers, who communicate with each other under 

conditions of equality and reciprocity and with a willingness on the part of the 

participants to reconstruct what they hear from one another and to submit their 

views to the self-correcting process of further enquiry.  

                                                                                         (J. Russell 2005 p.5)   

Lipman and Sharp (1994) likewise assert that communities of enquiry that are 

encouraged by programmes that promote philosophical enquiry with children, such as 

Thinking Time does, are grounded in values of reciprocal care and respect for othersô 

views. Throughout my research, I gathered data that demonstrate how I live my values 

of care, freedom and justice in my practice and my data also show the development of 

similar values in my students as they listen with interest and respect to each other in our 

classroom discussions. The excerpt below, for example, shows children reflecting on 
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important issues such as imagination and the influence teachers can have on children, as 

they examine and analyse their conceptual understandings from multiple perspectives.   

During a discussion on óschoolô, based on the story óOnce upon an 

ordinary school dayô (McNaughton 2004) some children made insightful 

comments that displayed critical awareness about the importance of 

children being free to imagine possibilities. 

M:  Everybody should get the chance to let their imagination go free é 

get the thoughts out of your head instead of having them just stuck é 

A: é That teacher was fun.  Every child should have a teacher like that.  

That boy really needed to have a teacher like that for at least one year of 

his life. 

M:  I think that imagination is like water.  Itôs like water because it can 

be frozen and the only time it freezes up is when itôs not running and 

being used.  It freezes up if you donôt use it. 

B: I think he did have an imagination all along.  The teacher didnôt give 

him an imagination, he just allowed him to use it by playing the exciting 

musicé 

S: é sometimes I start off with no ideas in my head when we begin our 

talking, but afterwards I often have loads, because I hear all the different 

thoughts from all different kids  

Along with my pleasure at the richness of the childrenôs thinking in 

general, Sôs comment struck me as interesting. (RD 04-10-05, full 

transcript in Appendix C.7.) 

Sôs response enabled me to understand why I persisted in carrying on with Thinking 

Time despite often being stressed by the time constraints of the curriculum and tempted 

to forego allocating time for discussion. Her response reinforced my commitment to 

living my values in my practice, and throughout this document I show how I attribute 

importance to giving children space to reflect silently as well as opportunities to talk. 

My students appeared to enjoy discussions. They often expressed their delight, as in the 

interchange here: 

P: Itôs fun é weôre thinking about solutions for all kinds of [problems] 

and for all kinds of reasons and thatôs school work! 

CO: It actually gives your brain energy in it. 

CF: One itôs fun ï children like it: and two, it brightens up your mind. 



© Mary Roche 2007 

   23 

CM: I think sometimes itôs a bit of a challenge, because there could be 

yappers in our class and they have to be quiet as well.  But itôs also é 

good for the teachers because they sit down and listen to what the kids 

have to think and they could have been learning something earlier in the 

day that they could be mentioning now and youôd notice that theyôd 

been listening in. (RD 21-04-06) (Video Link: A bit of a challenge) 

W, however, insisted that Thinking Time was only fun because it ówasted school timeô: 

W: I love [it] cos itôs a bit of fun é and itôs wasting time in school. 

Me: Iôm interested in that word ówastingô.  Is ówasteô the word you 

wanted to use there? 

W: Yeah. (RD 21-04-06) (Video Link: Wasting time in school) 

Other children disagreed with Wôs perspectives (as in the earlier video link above): 

Then A said 

A: Well OK, youôre not working ï not like in Maths ï youôre not doing 

anything, just talking and thinking. (RD 21-04-06) 

This comment later made me reflect on how I could develop dialogic pedagogies to 

make Maths more interesting.  

No órightô answer 

Perhaps for W, areas such as Thinking Time, PE, art and music, which he also liked, 

differed from óordinaryô school work because they allowed for self-expression and were 

less likely than óregularô classwork to involve a child being requested to provide óright 

answersô. Discussing issues in a circle format presents many children, perhaps for the 

first time, with the opportunity to reach an understanding that for some questions there 

are no órightô answers and that in fact, many answers can be right. It provides a freedom 

of expression that may not be available in didactic classwork. The same dialogue 

transcript contains the following interaction: 

 DH: When someone talks you can have a new thought éwhen youôre 

thinking in Maths, still, that doesnôt happen. 

Me: Iôm interested in what D said about Maths é. that itôs a different 

kind of thinking. I agree, because in Maths youôre expected to get a right 

answer, and thereôs only one right answer, whereas in Thinking Time 

thereôs é 

CF: (Interrupts) ï óno right answer!ô 

VideoClips/Chap1_Clip_02.wmv
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Me: (handing over the microphone) Yes? What do you think? 

Laughter from group 

CF (smiling broadly): Well thereôs no right answer, and itôs great! Cos 

youôre allowed to think freely and no one else is allowed to boss you 

around and itôs just é great! (RD 21-04-06) (Video Link: No right 

answer). 

Another example of the awareness of there being ómore than one right answerô occurred 

in a discussion following the reading of óThe Whaleôs Songô (Sheldon 1997), in which 

conflicting views of whaling are presented:  

Em: Well Iôve got a bit of a problem here: see, I agree with Lilyôs 

Granny that whales are splendid beautiful creatures and they must be 

protected, but I can also see Uncle Frederickôs point of view that whalers 

have to make their living too.  Itôs terrible hard trying to decide who is 

right é Maybe they are both right! é Maybe more than one thing can 

be right at a time! I never thought about that before! (RD 06-12-06)  

Participating in a discussion with peers can also offer children the opportunity to 

reconsider their opinions in light of the beliefs and experiences shared by others.  

H: éwhen other people say something your ideas change and you 

actually start thinking more é when you read a story by yourself and 

you donôt do any thinking about it then you donôt get the point 

sometimes, unless they tell it to you, but in Thinking Time you get the 

point and other peopleôs points as well. 

J: Thinking Time reveals thoughts. You might have a thought at the 

start, but by every person speaking you might change it slightly each 

time and you might end up with something totally different at the end. 

(RD 21-04-06) (Video Link: Listening to othersô thoughts). 

There is an echo here of Brunerôs (1960, 1986, 1990) ideas about communication and 

learning and Vygotskyôs (1962) ideas about scaffolding learners and about how 

learning occurs in social situations. Observers of discussions in my classrooms have 

frequently expressed surprise at the ease with which children change their views as they 

assimilate othersô ideas. For example, P, an 8-year-old child, announced in a discussion  

I actually completely disagree with myself now! (RD 15-10-05)   

In the dialogue from 21-04-06, featured above, W eventually said  
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W: Iôve actually changed my mind, I disagree with myself: Thinking 

Time is fun but it isnôt wasting time, itôs using time in a fun way.ô (RD 

21-04-06)  

When I ran a series of workshops for teachers between 2002 and 2004 (Roche 2002b, 

2002c, 2003a, 2003d, 2003f, 2003h, 2004a) this particular aspect of my videos ï 

children disagreeing with themselves in the light of perhaps, new critical understanding 

that had been influenced by othersô thinking ï often appeared to be one of the most 

remarked upon aspects. A teacher with thirty years experience said:  

Hearing those children change their minds so honestly and matter-of-

factly is a humbling experience. I think many adults, [laughing] 

especially politicians, could learn from them in that respect. I wish Iôd 

seen these videos when I began teaching. It would have changed my 

style completely. (RD comment by MR 27-08-04) 

My data show children engaging critically with and developing each otherôs ideas. This 

resonates with Bohmôs (1998) ideas of how he understands a óspirit of dialogueô or óa 

stream of meaning flowing among and through us and between usô (p.2). He describes 

how it is possible for new understandings to emerge from the dialogue, which can 

enable people to create and share meanings together.  I like his analogy of these shared 

meanings acting as a sort of social óglueô or ócementôé 

Even one person can have a sense of dialogue within himself, if the spirit of the 

dialogue is present. The picture or image that this derivation suggests is of a 

stream of meaning flowing among and through us and between us. This will 

make possible a flow of meaning in the whole group, out of which will emerge 

new understanding. Itôs something new, which may or may not have been the 

starting point at all. Itôs something creative. And this shared meaning is the 

óglueô or ócementô that holds people and societies together.  

                                                                                                   (Bohm 1998 p.2) 

While I agree largely with Bohmôs ideas, I am not so sure about the importance he 

places on distinguishing between discussion and dialogue: 

Contrast [dialogue] with the word discussion é It really means to break things 

up. It emphasizes the idea of analysis é where the object é is to win and get 

points for yourself é but a dialogue is something more of a common 

participation in which we are not playing a game against each other but with 

each other.  

                                                                              (Bohm 1998 p.2 my emphasis) 

From my research, I am beginning to think it impossible to label interaction like this. 

Ironically such labelling also óemphasises the idea of analysisô.  When my students and 
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I are engaged in lively verbal interaction I cannot say: ñThis constitutes dialogue here, 

and this is discussion, and this is only conversation.ò I do value informal or óordinary 

conversationô (Noddings 2002 p.126) for its role in developing relational knowledge 

(McNiff 2000) (see also Chapter 7 this document), but I suggest that when my students 

and I talk together, all these elements are often present, interweaving through each 

other. However an overall óspirit of dialogueô remains throughout. In our Thinking 

Time circles we are not about trying to óget pointsô or make óany particular view 

prevailô (Bohm 1998 p.2), but are rather, intent on sharing thoughts and making 

meaning with each other. 

So, back to my account of how and why I began to develop my capacity for critical 

thinking: initially, developing the idea of the value of classroom discussion became the 

focus of my research, so, in 2001, I began to think about how I could use Thinking 

Time as a means of improving my studentsô thinking. It took me until 2005 to realise 

that by focusing solely on what my students thought I was engaged in outsider research, 

in a traditional spectator stance. Then I began to see that in order to generate my own 

living theory of practice (as opposed to a traditional propositional theory about practice) 

I would have to re-evaluate my ontological assumptions and begin to research my own 

thinking also. 

I became aware of anomalies. In my MA dissertation, I had failed to see the irony in 

stating that óThis kind of work is now given a slot in my weekly timetable and I value it 

hugelyô (Roche 2000b p.78). Reflecting now on the evidence I generated at the start of 

my doctoral studies to test my claim that, by providing my students with time for 

Thinking Time sessions, I was encouraging the children to think for themselves, it 

eventually became clear to me that I was still the dominant talker and controller of 

interchanges in my classroom. My early data appear to suggest that I would óallowô my 

students the freedom to think in a critical manner during discrete weekly discussion 

sessions.  

I have scheduled my Thinking Times to take place on a Wednesday 

straight after mid-morning break.  Wednesdays suit because the children 

have settled down after the weekend, there are no extra-curricular events 

like speech and drama classes to work around.  I will recommend 

Wednesdays to colleagues - from 11.30 to 12.15p.m. (RD 06-02-02) 
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I never asked myself the question: What about my studentsô thinking (or my practice) 

during the rest of the week? I also failed to examine the nature of the power 

relationships in my classroom whereby I would control classroom discourses and would 

make decisions about when to ógrantô my pupils the freedom to speak or the 

prescriptive nature of choosing a day for colleagues to ódoô Thinking Time also.   

I believe that the reason it took me so long to see the contradictions in my thinking at 

that time may have had something to do with my own school experiences of being 

taught to think about knowledge as information óout thereô rather than something that I 

can generate for myself.  Perhaps too, the form of pre-service teacher-education I 

received led me to see myself as an implementer of othersô theory. It also probably had 

to do with my lack of critical development to the extent whereby I had accepted both of 

these situations for so many years.   

Whatever the case may be, as my research developed, and as I became aware of the 

existence of critical pedagogy literatures, I began to raise questions. I wondered why, 

for example, student teachers seemed not to be encouraged to read critical literatures. 

While I had no personal experience of being exposed to any critical literatures of 

education when I was in college in the early 1970s, perhaps things had changed in the 

intervening period. I decided to talk with some newly trained colleagues in my school.  

I found that they were unaware of these issues. I wrote: 

They did not even recognise the term ócritical pedagogyô. I then 

presented them with some names ï Apple, Freire, Giroux, Kincheloe, 

McLaren ï of which only the name Freire seemed vaguely familiar. 

(Informal interviews with OD; DOS; KOC; DM; DW, SB; RL. RD 22-

05-05)  

I asked the same questions when I presented my work to final year teacher education 

students in a college of education and wrote later in my diary:  

Once again my query regarding critical pedagogy was met by blank 

stares and only Freireôs name seemed to ring any bells. (RD 15-05-05)   

I began to wonder if student teachers are discouraged from studying literatures that 

might encourage them to ask critical questions, or if pressures of study mean they have 

no time for reflection and critique. This has relevance for my study because I believe 

that if people are to become critical thinkers then beginning the process of thinking 
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critically should take place early in a childôs education, encouraged by critically aware 

teachers.  

I can demonstrate that I have now begun to think more critically through engaging in 

my research.  As outlined here, the first factor that began my transformation, started 

during my MA studies, and developed into my doctoral programme, when I 

experienced some of the transformative potentials of action research for improving both 

practice and understanding of practice. A second factor was the introduction of the 

Revised Primary School Curriculum in 1999 (Government of Ireland 1999) and my 

attempts to grapple with its underlying philosophy as I endeavoured to realise some of 

its stated aims in my practice.  Another factor was moving, in 2001, from an institution 

in which I had felt silenced, to a new school in which professional development was 

encouraged, as I now explain. 

New school, new practice: beginning my action reflection cycles 

I will deal in more detail with the context of the 1999 Primary School Curriculum in 

Chapter 5 and in Chapter 2 I will examine the influence that changing workplaces had 

on my studies.  Here now I will describe and explain how initially I set about 

researching my practice. 

When I changed schools in 2001 I concurrently began my research programme. Over 

the course of my research I organised the different phases as three Action Reflection 

cycles (Chapters 6, 7 and 8). On changing schools, I focused on the first cycle, in which 

I monitored my weekly continuing programme of Thinking Time, while working 

mainly with Junior Infants. This phase lasted from 2001 to 2003 (Action Reflection 

Cycle 1, Chapter 6). As this cycle developed, I came to realise that I was encouraging 

the children to perceive themselves as competent critical thinkers (Video Link: 

Interesting questions).  The video clip shows the children suggesting what they consider 

to be ógoodô topics for discussion. One little girl, C, proposes that we might discuss 

ówhat lives and what doesnôtô (RD 12-11-03). I call the childrenôs attention to her 

question: two other children immediately interrupt with óThatôs a good question by C!ô 

and óThatôs an interesting question by C!ô These children appear to demonstrate critical 

awareness in recognising the discursive potentials in the topic.  The rules of Thinking 

Time ï respectful listening and turn-taking ï were negotiated by the children. The video 

clip also shows how I gave each child plenty of time to speak.  

VideoClips/Chap1_Clip_06.wmv
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A second video clip from the same research cycle shows children arguing about why 

Jack should be considered a hero in the story of Jack and the Beanstalk (see Shermis 

1999):  

M: but it was his Dadôs; and é since the giant stole the hen and Jack got 

it back, well thatôs what made him good!ô (RD 12-11-03) (Video Link: 

Jack and the Beanstalk)   

In this clip the children can also be seen interrupting in their eagerness to make their 

point. However, when I said, óHang on C: itôs not your turn,ô the child whose turn it 

was, is ótippedô by the speaker before him (ótippingô means a tap on the shoulder that 

passes on the opportunity to speak from child to child), and the children can be seen 

listening to him intently.   This demonstrates that the children are becoming familiar 

with the format of the circle and they recognise and accept the fairness of taking turns.  

In Thinking Time, the ótip-aroundô continues generally for two or three full circles 

(depending on the level of engagement and the size of the group) with each child 

deciding whether to speak or pass when her turn came.  Another rule negotiated with 

the children was that after two or three rounds, if the children wished to continue, there 

would an óopen floorô with priority being given to children who had ópassedô earlier. (In 

the same video clip, sounds from the classroom next door can clearly be heard, yet it 

does not seem to impinge on the childrenôs participation ï a measure perhaps of their 

engagement). However my data from this phase of my study shows that I adopted a 

largely propositional outsider researcher stance. 

In the second phase of the study, Action Reflection Cycle 2 (Chapter 7), I can show 

from my journal entries that my research moved to a point where I began to interrogate 

my practice more critically. During this cycle, from 2003 to 2004, I worked with a class 

of Senior Infants. Now I began to appreciate that I needed to make serious changes to 

my practice in light of my realisation that my students were beginning to generate 

general classroom discussions outside of discrete Thinking Time sessions.  

Y, a Special Needs Assistant who was present in my class daily and who 

had been with these children the previous year also, remarked one day: I 

never knew children so young could get so involved in discussing. 

Theyôre ready to discuss anything! (RD 14-01-03) 

Because the children were talking so actively now throughout the school day, I 

wondered if  I could abandon Thinking Time, but decided not to, resolving however to 
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investigate how I could incorporate more opportunities for critical thinking and 

discussion into my everyday work. This led me to problematise the specific processes 

of Thinking Time and my practice generally, too, because now that my students had 

begun to assert themselves as critical thinkers, they were also demonstrating their 

independence of mind by challenging established school norms and practices.  For 

instance when lining up during a fire drill one day, the children were asked to form 

straight lines and Eo, aged 5, asked  

Eo: Whatôs so good about straight lines anyway?  

On another occasion, following a classroom discussion, he said:   

Eo: I am going home today with just so many questions in my head. 

Ao: If you go home with a question and if you get an answer to your 

question you can always question the answer! (RD 27-02-04; Appendix 

C.5.)  

It was this kind of episode that led me to believe that I was beginning to realise my 

values in my practice, and how this could be achieved through developing specifically 

dialogic classroom pedagogies.  During this cycle also I had to re-evaluate my 

assumption that the Thinking Time format suited all children and I had to critically 

examine my practice so as to justify my decision to make allowances for a child for 

whom participation in the circle was difficult (Chapter 7). 

The final Action Reflection Cycle 3 (Chapter 8) lasted from September 2004 to 

December 2006, (although I am continuing both the practice of keeping my diary and 

filming the discussions, which demonstrates that I consider my research as an on-going 

living process and that I believe my practice can still evolve and improve).  During this 

last Action Reflection Cycle I worked with three older groups of children, aged 8ï10 

years. This cycle became a synthesis of the two previous cycles and my emerging living 

theory of critical practice began to evolve mainly from the practice of writing during 

this time. As I wrote my draft thesis with increasing critical awareness, I could see that, 

despite all my rhetoric about freedom, for example, my initial classroom pedagogies 

were linked with issues of control. I came to see that I had wanted to dominate and 

manage the discussion and ócontainô the childrenôs thinking. I then had to re-evaluate 

my values in relation to issues of care, freedom and justice.  This thesis communicates 

the deep learning from this experience.  
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There is a significant shift in the kinds of data I gathered as the action-reflection cycles 

developed. The data became more video-based in the last cycle, because my 

competency with digital media developed rapidly. I now frequently used a digital video 

camera and had mastered the technology I needed to create CDs from digital data. This 

point is important for my later discussion on the forms of representation I have used to 

communicate and validate my claims to knowledge.   Videoing the discussions also 

became a strategy for inclusion and enabled me to live my value of care and justice as I 

accommodated the phenomenon of having non-English speaking children in my 

classroom within the process of discussion.  By inviting children who were initially 

struggling with English language competency to be the technicians and camera 

operators, they were included as participants in the process.  This pleased them and 

gave them status amongst their classmates, whereas staying out of the circle completely, 

or staying in and not participating, could have undermined their self-esteem.  However, 

as their communicative competency increased they frequently began to decline the 

invitation and opted into the discussions (Chapter 8 and Video Link: communicative 

competency). 

So by reflecting on how and why I was living my values in my practice, I was able to 

begin to articulate and communicate my emergent living theory of practice. I also began 

to test my ideas against the critical feedback of peers and other professionals. I began to 

present my work at conferences, workshops and in-service professional development 

courses, both in my own school and in the wider local educational domain (Roche 

2001a, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c, 2003a-h, 2004a, 2004b, 2005).  As I submitted my 

emergent theorisations to stringent public scrutiny and critique, I gradually became 

more confident in explaining how I was holding myself accountable for my 

epistemological and pedagogical stance.  

I then moved into a position where I felt I needed critically to explore whether my 

interrogation of what I do in the micro context of a classroom in an Irish school might 

hold any significance for the macro world of a better social order, a more educated and 

open society. I explore these issues in later chapters.      

Key issues of my thesis  

I am making substantive claims in this thesis. I am saying that I have learned how to 

become a critical thinker, and that I can give reasons how and why I have done this. 
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How I have done this has been to enquire into my practice. This has involved a robust 

and vigorous exercise in self-reflection akin to what Polanyi (1967) suggests is óthe 

knowledge of approaching discoveryô (p.24). Such knowledge, he suggested, is 

personal, in the sense of óinvolving the personality of him [sic] who holds itô (ibid).  

The discoverer is filled with a compelling sense of responsibility for the pursuit 

of a hidden truth, which demands his services for revealing it. His act of 

knowing exercises a personal judgement in relating evidence to an external 

reality...  

                                                                                             (Polanyi 1967 p.25) 

The ósomething that needed to be discoveredô, and the ócompelling sense of 

responsibilityô I felt for making an improvement in my practice, gradually evolved into 

questions that began to lead me towards the generation of my living educational theory 

(Whitehead 1989a). These questions included the following, which I systematically 

address in this thesis:  

¶ How do I improve what I do, so as to help my students to improve what they 

do?  

¶ How do I know I am justified in doing so?  Is what I am doing living to my 

values of care, freedom and justice?  

¶ Why is ócritical thinkingô in many literatures largely presented as a reified 

concept about the teaching of skills and strategies and the development of 

dispositions? (De Bono 1985, 1993; Ennis 1962, 1992; Paul 1993, Paul et al. 

1986, 1987, 1990) 

¶ Is what I am doing in my classroom about a concept called ócritical thinkingô or 

is it more about óbecoming critical?ô How do I become a critical thinker?   

And so, several years after my initial question about improving my students, I now 

claim that I have come to my current provisional understanding that the best interests of 

my students are served if I focus on researching my own practice in order to understand 

how, by developing my critical capacities, I can develop powerful pedagogies that 

encourage my students to be critical thinkers also.   

In doing so, I have come to understand how issues about knowledge generation have 

shaped, and continue to shape, my research and my identity as a researcher, and how 
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my understanding of education will continue to evolve as I continue to investigate my 

practice. My current understanding is that education is about people learning to become 

free to think for themselves and to make informed choices about their lives. I use the 

term ócurrent understandingô because I believe that my knowledge is temporary and 

evolving. 

I understand now that knowledge is about more than the kind of standardised 

propositional school knowledge that predominates in Irish primary school classrooms 

(Murphy 2004), that the teacher is not the only knower in a classroom, and that there 

are as many ways of knowing and kinds of intelligences (Gardner 1983) as there are 

people in my classroom. I began by investigating whether I could teach in ways that 

honour my educational values and that acknowledge my children as unique, active 

thinkers and participants in classroom discourses.  I now also want to contribute to the 

knowledge base of educational enquiry (Snow 2001), and towards the development of a 

good social order (McNiff et al. 1992), through disseminating my new learning in the 

public domain. By óa good social orderô, I mean the kind of society in which people 

think for themselves and submit their thinking to the critical scrutiny of others. I suggest 

that a good social order can be achieved through the establishment of an educated 

public that thinks for itself (see also A. McIntyre 1987, Popper 1966, Russell 1922, 

1934, 1941, 1988, 1997). Yet in my personal experience, both as a student and as a 

teacher, dominant forms of education in Ireland seem to be less about freedom or 

openness and more about control, management and the delivery of large amounts of 

propositional knowledge: concepts that one would not link readily with justice or care. 

My developing understanding is that the transmission of knowledge, primarily through 

didactic pedagogies (Murphy 2004, Government of Ireland 2005b) in a standardised 

national curriculum can serve to discourage critical engagement and deny opportunities 

for dialogue.  

For me, dialogue, including dialogue with the self through reflection, is crucial to the 

development of critical awareness, because dialogue, as I understand it, honours the 

other as an equal knower who can think and speak for herself. I can see now that for 

many years I contributed to an oppressive model of education through my lack of 

critical understanding of these issues. Now, as my living educational theory evolves, I 

understand that a didactic model of schooling values neither justice nor freedom. 
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Through engaging with a large body of literatures of critical theory and critical 

pedagogies (such as Apple 1979, Bowles and Gintis 1976, Darder et al. 2003, Freire 

1972, Giroux 1988, Illich 1973, Kincheloe 2006, McLaren 1995) I now understand that 

instead of acknowledging the child as a knower, didactic pedagogies in many post-

industrial western educational contexts seem to objectify the child as a commodity to 

which discrete packets of knowledge are delivered, and then assessed through 

standardised examinations to see how much of the knowledge has óstuckô.  Hymer 

(2002) says this obsession with assessment óbetrays our twentieth-century fixation with 

ranking and measuring the unrankable and unmeasurableô (p.7).  It seems to me, based 

on my thirty yearsô experience in Irish schools, that often, what is measurable is more 

highly valued than what is not (Tomlinson 2005): parents frequently request results of 

standardised tests in Maths and English, yet I have never been asked how a child is 

performing in Art or Music, for example. The current ófixationô of neo-liberal policy 

agendas around the idea of establishing a managerial culture of performativity in 

education (Bernstein 1996, Brown 2002,  McNess et al. 2003, Pollard et al. 1994) 

means that schools and teachers are now judged on how well children perform in 

standardised assessments.  Apple (2001b) states that standardisation is part of a move 

towards growing state control.  Citing Ball et al. (1994 p.14) he suggests that 

educational principles and values are often compromised such that commercial issues 

become more important in issues such as curriculum design:  

This represents a subtle but crucial shift in emphasis ï one that is not openly 

discussed as often as it should be ï from student needs to student performance 

and from what the school does for the student to what the student does for the 

school.  

                                                                                              (Apple 2001b p.185) 

He goes on to suggest that the standardisation of education is essentially: 

a mechanism é to specify which knowledge, values, and behaviors should be 

standardized and officially defined as legitimate. This is seen in the attempts é 

to specify, often in distressing detail, what students, teachers, and future 

teachers should be able to know, say, and do (op cit p 188). 

As I challenge the orthodoxies of standardised curricula and assessment methodologies 

I realise also that they can serve to deny the different ways of knowing of children 

(Gardner 1983) and can be disrespectful of their uniqueness as thinking human beings. 

Through my research I have now become convinced of the need for critiquing the 

premises upon which the measurement of learning is based.   
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I argue that an educational philosophy, such as that indicated by the principles of the 

Primary School Curriculum (Government of Ireland 1999), is based upon an idealised 

óotherô (Mead 1934, Benhabib 1987), and as such, cannot exhibit adequate care and 

freedom. By óadequateô here I mean a form of care and freedom that respects the 

humanity and uniqueness of each child. For example, I understand a standardised óone-

size-fits-allô (Reyes 1992) approach to curriculum and pedagogy, as a model predicated 

on control and domination. I also now appreciate that, with the proposed introduction of 

national testing for seven and eleven year olds in the Irish primary education context 

(National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 2005), a curriculum that is coming to 

be more dominated by traditional models of testing needs to have the assumptions about 

teaching and learning that lie behind them interrogated. 

As reported earlier, my theory of education is premised upon a concrete personal óotherô 

(Benhabib 1987), and is grounded in the dialogical relationships between people, 

including my students and me, and in the dialectical interplay between us as we 

generate knowledge together. In this sense my educational theory is living and evolving 

from my ontological stance. In the same way that my methodological approach to this 

study draws on and incorporates other traditions of research, so my philosophy of 

education accepts the value of some instructional and training approaches, but accepts 

neither their uncritical assumptions nor their position of dominance in Irish education 

(Conway 2000, 2002; Martin and Morgan 1994, Morgan 1998, OECD 1991).  

These understandings differ from the seemingly dominant idea that ócritical thinkingô in 

classroom situations is about prescriptive instructional strategies and skills development 

(DeBono 1985, Ennis 1962, 1992; Paul et al. 1990, Pithers and Soden 2000, 

McGuinness 1999, McGregor 2006). I do not understand now how one can talk about 

ócritical thinkingô as though it were a óthingô, although I used to do this. It begs the 

question ócritical thinking about what?ô I believe that thinking critically about what 

constitutes critical thinking must be grounded in the idea that  

¶ people think and have infinite capacity to be critical thinkers 

¶ people bring their own backgrounds and ontology to the process 

¶ people generate new knowledge for themselves in the process  
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¶ thinking needs to be understood as a dialogical and relational process, not a 

product   

I have come to understand that when a person enters into a dialectical relationship with 

thoughts and ideas, with others and themselves, thinking then becomes a practice of 

dialogue, a way of having a dialogic imagination (Bakhtin 1981) a way of being in a 

dialogical relationship with knowledge, and a way of being in a living relationship with 

other people.  Thus it is not predicated exclusively on a culture of óhavingô: the having 

of skills, knowledge or dispositions although these can be important components.  I 

locate these ideas in the work of Fromm (1979) who discussed the cultural and social 

significances between an ethos of being and an ethos of having. 

Preliminary findings of my study 

In this thesis, I present evidence for my claim to have generated a living theory of 

critical pedagogical practice from my several years of problematising my educational 

values and conceptual frameworks of critical thinking, care, freedom and justice.  The 

articulation of such problematising can be seen as evidence of my claim to have 

acquired a more critical voice and stance, especially when compared with some of my 

earlier writing (Roche 2000b). I can now recognise my deepened critical understanding 

of the multifaceted socio-historical and political issues that influence education. One of 

my preliminary findings, for example, is my understanding, again drawing on Fromm 

(1979) that my theory is a theory of being rather than one of acquiring or having. This 

means that I realise that I cannot teach a subject called ócritical thinkingô as the 

acquisition of a set of skills or techniques, but that I must develop my own capacity to 

be critical enough so that I encourage others to be critical.   Instead, in my classroom I 

try to embody my values about people being together and thinking together as a 

community of enquiry through dialogue such as Bohm (2004) advocated.  I believe that 

thinking together in a community of enquiry such as I experience with my students in 

both Thinking Time and in informal discussion, is an exercise of freedom where each 

personôs ideas are listened to and responded to with respect. 

Bohmôs (2004) idea of people óthinking togetherô is completely different to the picture 

Fromm (1979) painted of collective óherdô thinking. Fromm (op cit) worried that people 

had lost the ability to think for themselves and had become used to collective óherdô 

thinking.  He argued that people must exercise their freedom in thinking for themselves 
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ï with the main kind of freedom being a ófreedom of beingô which involved the courage 

óto let go [of deeply entrenched habits of non-thinking] and respondô (p.24). I explain in 

this account how I found the letting go of years of habit and training to be very difficult. 

Despite nearly five years of my study and more than ten years of doing philosophical 

enquiry with children, I was so used to imposing my views on children though 

traditional instructional practices that I frequently failed to see how deeply ingrained my 

didacticism was.  This leads me to another preliminary finding of my study: I now 

understand that didactic pedagogies are rooted in óotheringô children, whereas my 

pedagogies are grounded in inclusion and respect for the humanity I share with my 

students. 

I hope that this report will demonstrate that I have developed my critical voice as I 

reflected on my practice and engaged with educational issues as I struggled to articulate 

my living educational theory (Whitehead 1989a). Throughout I will show how I have 

tested my claims against existing theories in the literatures, and against the critique of 

colleagues, critical friends and peer professionals. This has enabled me to claim with 

authority that I now know what I am doing better than I did before.  

Furthermore, I am claiming that I have brought my critical understanding to bear on 

how I can influence educational cultures. Through my research I have generated 

relational knowledge, which, McNiff (2000) says, óhelps us to understand the nature of 

our humanity and our interconnectedness with others across a network of dimensionsô 

(p.138). I believe that this kind of relational knowledge finds embodiment in an ethic of 

care (Noddings 1992). I will show how I try to establish caring relationships with my 

students that dissolve traditional power relationships between teachers and students. I 

now can see the interconnectedness of my studentsô lives with mine, and our 

connectedness to others in society, through our dialectical and dialogical engagement.  

Over the past five years I believe that I have learned more about teaching than I did 

during my previous thirty years of practice. I have now begun a process of teaching 

myself to think and work in ways that honour my educational values more fully, and my 

understanding of myself as an educator has developed as I have carried out this study. 

My research has helped me improve my practice as an educator, be accountable for my 

actions, and has shaped my professional identity (Connelly and Clandinin 1999).  
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Significantly, my study will probably never be complete: it can always develop as I 

continue to ask myself questions such as:  

¶ What is going on here now? 

¶ Why did I think that/do that? 

¶ What is the significance of what I am doing?  

In summary, between 2001 and 2006 I transformed my research stance from that of 

observer of my students to observer of myself-in-relationship-with-my-students. In 

2001 I did not understand that I was an óIô sharing my classroom space with other óIôsô 

(McNiff 2005a). Instead, I was very much in my own space as óteacherô, observing 

what my students did and maintaining boundaries between my life and theirs, and 

between teaching and learning. Even when I thought I had overcome that division by 

investigating my own practice, I was still somehow detached from it, seeing it as an 

entity óout thereô, something to be researched and observed.  In self-study one moves 

seamlessly between the world of actor and spectator (Coulter and Wiens 2002) in a 

dialectic between oneself and oneôs practice. I stayed for a long time on the spectator 

side, talking about my practice and about education. This thesis is the narrative account 

of how I changed my mind, literally, so that I came to see myself as a participant in my 

own and other peopleôs lives, and not a bystander. 

Having outlined the beginnings of my research programme, and identified my research 

issue and my research question, I now move to an explanation of why I was concerned.  
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Chapter 2  

Problematic Contexts: Why was I concerned?  

The focus of my research now shifted to a consideration of the possible reasons for my 

concern, so this was in effect the beginning stage of my capacity to theorise my 

practice, that is, offer explanations for what I was doing. This leads me, in this chapter, 

to think about how and why my journey into critical thinking began in the first place. 

What led me to become critical was no single event, but a whole series of critical 

moments and episodes that began to accumulate and have a cumulative effect. I outline 

the story here. 

First, it may be helpful to outline my personal professional history, and show how these 

early experiences had a direct influence on later pedagogical practices.  

My training to be a teacher in a womenôs training college 

 

These young men and women é went to a residential training college [run 

mainly by religious orders of priests and nuns] which was conducted on 

remarkably authoritarian lines.  

                                                                                          (McCarthy 1968 p.21)   

The teacher training I received in the early 1970s was conducted on what McCarthy 

describes above as óremarkably authoritarian linesô. The training of Irish females 

differed, however, from the training of Irish males. In my college, up to a hundred 

women slept in tiny cubicles in dormitories. Attendance at breakfast and at lectures was 

compulsory. Meanwhile, across the city in the male teacher training college, each 

student had his own room and could choose whether to attend lectures, not to mention 

breakfast. The stories of some teachers in my study group bear out my experience, 

which was that the training received by the young women was óformationô rather than 

education. 

 There were so many rules é For example, compulsory daily Mass, 

except that there wasnôt room in the chapel for everyone, so a rota was 

established and everyone had to go on five out of seven mornings. You 

were told which ones and it was a punishable offence not to attend ï if 

you stayed in bed or didnôt go, you were reported and sent to the office.  

That was serious and could affect your chances of employment later. 

(RD conversation with C and B 10-04-06) 
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We had two veils for wearing in church: a white one and a black one.  

é The black one was for ordinary days and the white one for feast days 

and Sundays. You got in trouble for wearing the wrong one é you were 

expected to know the feast days. I didnôt, because I hadnôt gone to a 

convent school. I was always terrified rushing to the chapel in case I was 

wearing the wrong one. (RD 10-04-06: conversation with B) 

My experience of training college appears to resonate with the collective óherdô 

thinking to which Fromm (1979) alluded. Teachers, especially female teachers, were 

socialised into passivity. We did what we were told, fearing to question the status quo 

and be considered ódeviousô. Any breach of discipline would have made it difficult to 

gain a teaching position because, as was common knowledge, the sisters who ran the 

training college had great influence over the allocation of initial teaching jobs. 

 

It was a dreadful experience. I was almost totally unable to think for 

myself when I came out. It took me years to break through that barrier. 

(RD: 22-10-04 conversation with FW) 

During my studies, I came to understand this situation in terms of what Ken Brown 

(2002) refers to as the óintimate connections [that] exist between the nature of education 

in a society and the configurations of power authority and subordination that define its 

political constitutionô (p.29). Interwoven with the state education power in the Ireland 

of the 1960s and 1970s, was the power inherent in the social mores of a paternalistic 

church-controlled and dominated society (McCarthy 1968, Drudy and Lynch 1993). 

Terence Brown (2004) refers to the Irish primary school system as óa peculiarly 

resonant symbol of a society where authoritarian control enforced ideals of nationalism, 

religion, and languageô (p.237).  

Mine was an educational experience that discouraged freedom of thought, originality or 

creativity and was, I believe, dependent for its efficacy on a passive and pliable 

population. Drawing again on Fromm (1979) I see now that it was premised on the 

acquisition of skills and strategies of teaching rather than on becoming or being an 

educator. This type of education was also premised on a paternalistic model of 

childhood (Corsaro 2005, Devine 2000a, Devine 2000b) that viewed children as óotherô 

to adults. Children were perceived as embryonic citizens who would at some time be 

óthe peopleô or ócitizens-in waitingô rather than ócitizens nowô (Maitles and Gilchrist 
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2005 n/p). I believe that the primary school system incorporated and reproduced the 

values of a repressed society, and ensured that people learned ótheir placeô, so that 

society would continue to function smoothly without any major challenges to the status 

quo. However, despite such experiences, I retained a sense of vision that supported my 

commitment to working with integrity within the system by  

¶ educating myself and reflecting on my learning so that I could develop my 

critical awareness, thus keeping a healthy scepticism  

¶ using this learning to teach in a way that fosters a similar critical awareness in 

my students and acknowledges their freedom to think for themselves. 

In the early 1980s, I took an appointment in an urban school. This experience was to 

prove disabling, in that here I was persuaded not to think for myself. The school could 

be defined in Rosenholtzôs (1989 p.107) terms as a óstuckô school, one that was not 

supportive of change or improvement. One of the main causes of óstucknessô in schools, 

Rosenholtz found, was the absence of positive feedback: 

Most teachers é become so professionally estranged in their workplace 

isolation that they édo not often compliment, support or acknowledge each 

otherôs positive effortséstrong norms of self-reliance may even provoke 

adverse reaction to a teacherôs successful performance.  

                                                                                      (Rosenholtz 1989 p.107) 

I was happy in school only when in my classroom. I did not try to analyse why this was 

so, nor could I articulate my feelings. I started to become more critical, however, as I 

researched the education literatures for my MA, and began to recognise myself in some 

of them. For example, I perceived my similarity to Fullan and Hargreavesô (1992 p.55) 

description of a teacher who was óafraid to share [my] ideas and successesô (an 

indication of my fear of óadverseô reactions) and I gradually began to problematise why 

that status quo existed. By the time I had completed my MA I realised that what I was 

fighting against was not my inability to work towards my values but an institutionalised 

culture of domination towards students or staff who failed to fit an unnamed ónormô that 

was decided upon by some staff members who seemed to hold different values to mine. 

When I finally did change schools in 2001 I was uplifted to find that my educational 

values and vision seemed to be shared by my new colleagues. 
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Today at a staff meeting I was thanked for ókeeping our academic flame 

aliveô. Going from a situation where I was ridiculed for being 

óacademicô to a school where I am publicly thanked ófor keeping our 

academic flame aliveô has been a major step in developing the 

confidence to examine my practice for a doctoral degree. (RD 20-12-01) 

 

In this new context I experienced what McDermott and Richardson (2005) call óthe 

valuable social satisfaction of having your practice sanctioned by a colleagueô (p.34). 

Increased happiness and self-confidence, greater work satisfaction and the knowledge 

that I was now a valued and respected member of staff in a school in which I loved 

working, meant that I became more ready to take risks, including the risks of thinking 

more critically.   

Changing schools then was significant to the process of how I developed as a critical 

thinker. In both schools I learned from being, as well as doing: in one I learned to keep 

silent through the rejection of my practices as worthwhile; in the other I gained the 

confidence to learn to think critically through the acceptance of my practices as 

worthwhile. My experiences resonate with what Freire (1972) said, when he talked 

about the inseparability of learning from being, and the need to understand the 

complexity of reality as a living process rather than a static entity.  Learning, examined 

from Freireôs perspective, is grounded in the learnerôs own being: ótheir interaction with 

the world, their concerns, and their vision of what they can becomeô (Kincheloe 2004 

p.73). He also argued for this examination of why things are as they are to be 

accompanied by the development of a consciousness that refuses to be normalised.   

As I have explained above, being ónormalisedô into acceptable ways of being was part 

of the cultural, education and socialisation processes of my formative years. My 

learning from reflecting on my past has shown me how my historical context has 

influenced my ontological values and my identity. As one who grew up in a culture that 

was steeped in a positivistic way of viewing reality, education and intelligence, I was 

late in becoming aware of my need to be a critical thinker. I accepted things very much 

as they were and I didnôt see that I had agency (Giddens 1984) that could change 

situations for myself or even realise that it was within the capabilities (Sen 1999) of 

each person, including me, to make changes in their own lives.     
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For the naïve thinker, education involves moulding oneself and others to the 

normalized past.  For the critically conscious thinker, education involves 

engaging in the conscious improvement and transformation of self and reality.  

                                                                                          (Kincheloe 2004 p.72) 

  

From reading critical pedagogy literatures (Apple 1979, 2001b; Bernstein 1975; 

Bourdieu and Passeron 1977, Freire 1972, Kincheloe 2004, Steinberg and Kincheloe 

2006) I now realise that, in many western contexts, from the day people enter the 

education system, unwritten but nonetheless powerful, meritocratic social norms dictate 

that they are selected and streamed into certain categories. Engaging with such ideas 

during my studies has been a significant learning experience for me. It meant that for 

the first time in my teaching career I questioned many hitherto accepted norms about 

teaching and learning; what constitutes intelligence, and why I should strive to enable 

my students to recognise why they should challenge these norms too.  

Early misgivings 

My sense of a need to take stock of what I was doing arose from a sense of dissonance 

between my normal daily practices and what I believed education to be about, albeit 

tacitly.  This dissonance began to develop as early as the early 1970s, when I began 

teaching, and became pressing by the 1990s. I could not name the source of the 

dissonance, nor could I change what I was doing because I did not know what to 

change. This was partly because, at that time, I was working in the institution I have 

already referred to, whose organisational values were grounded in logics of domination 

(Marcuse 1964), and I felt required to abide by its norms, so I never broke out 

sufficiently to question what was happening. Instead I was silenced: I felt I was 

somehow to blame, but the experience led me to seek innovative coping strategies.  

For example as my concerns intensified as the years went by I sought several practical 

solutions to them. I tried out new classroom management strategies; I changed the 

furniture around; I facilitated classroom projects; I took themed approaches to aspects 

of the curriculum. I attended professional development courses and I read educational 

literatures widely, in the hope of arriving at some solutions that would solve my 

unarticulated óproblemô. It never occurred to me to question whether I should be 

concerned about my institution, the education system, society, or the bigger picture of 

why things were the way they were. I was óschooledô, in the sense articulated by Illich 

(1973), of the school as formation and training, to look to others for solutions. 
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However, like Berlin (1969), I gradually began to look inwards into my own practice 

for solutions.  

I wish[ed] my life and decisions to depend upon myself é to be the instrument 

of my own, not other acts of will. I wish to be a subject, not an objecté  

                                                                                               (Berlin 1969 p.131) 

An initial concern about silence 

A concern that emerged early in my teaching career was why children were expected to 

remain silent in class, except for answering the teacherôs questions (Murphy 2004, 

Norman 1992). Ironically, I was positioning myself as a living contradiction 

(Whitehead 1989a) in that I often felt that didactic forms of pedagogy that silenced 

children were unfair, yet I continued to teach in a didactic manner. I did not appreciate 

how complex these issues were, until some years later when I undertook my research 

and I began reading the literatures of critical pedagogy (as listed earlier). When I did, I 

began to see that education is a highly contested domain and that knowledge and power 

are closely entwined and deeply embedded in socio-historical issues about what kinds 

of knowledge are valid and valuable. I also began to see that, as well as engaging with 

the critical literatures, I should also become critical of my own practice. 

This was, however, easier said than done. As noted, and like many others, I had also 

been encouraged to look outside myself for solutions to my pedagogical dilemmas 

(Whitehead and McNiff 2006). Beginning my self-study encouraged me to look within. 

This, I came to learn later, was dangerous territory. I could relate to Puseyôs (1987) 

comment about Habermas:  

Habermas offers a comprehensive new social theory that is avowedly critical 

inasmuch as it challenges both the criteria on which the reader expects to judge 

this and every other social theory and the standards we use to accept, reject, or 

simply to interpret the everyday social world we inhabit. 

                                                                                                 (Pusey 1987 p.14)  

At the time, however, I was developing my capacity to be a researcher as well as a 

practitioner. This was a new experience for me and I must confess to some feelings of 

isolation from my peers, none of whom seemed to share my lack of ease. This led to an 

even greater emphasis on trying to make sense of my practice, especially through my 

critical engagement with the critical literatures. This was my saving grace, because I 

began to see that perhaps there was a problem in education generally and that I was part 

of it. Articulating this problem enabled me to identity my first concern, which was to do 
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with the silencing of children, and of me, their teacher, as I came later to understand. In 

fact, the articulation of the problem was an initial step in finding my voice. I gradually 

came to the point where I saw that, if I wanted to be able to articulate the unarticulated 

worry about my practice, I would have to have to bring the assumptions that 

underpinned that practice into fuller consciousness. 

My next concern: beginning to question my own logics 

These realisations led me to question my own logics. I was still stuck in contradiction. 

Even as I was putting in place strategies such as Thinking Time to increase 

opportunities for more dialogue in my classroom, I was becoming increasingly 

frustrated, but again could not say why (Chapters 7 and 8).  In retrospect I can see that I 

was beginning to question, perhaps for the first time, how I thought, and to see that I 

was moving from propositional to dialectical forms of thinking. I realised that I was 

teaching within an education system which relies heavily on propositional forms of 

knowledge, and which requires its participants also to give priority to propositional 

forms of knowledge.  As I search my data archives for evidence of where this 

awareness began to manifest itself, I see that in February 2003, when rehearsing for a 

seminar in the University of Limerick in June 2003, I presented my thinking on these 

issues to my colleagues and supervisor (Roche 2003d).  The presentation shows a 

distinct shift away from the propositional stance of my MA dissertation (Roche 2000b) 

towards a newer, critical stance that became a feature of my doctoral studies.  

At this point I began seriously to interrogate the education system of which I was a part. 

As well as emphasising propositional knowledge, the Irish educational system seems 

not to encourage critical engagement.  The structure of the school day requires teachers 

to provide coverage of the curriculum, so a culture of what Dadds (2001 p.49) calls óthe 

hurry-along curriculumô begins to emerge, in which teachersô concerns are more about 

teaching to óget throughô the subject area requirements of the curriculum than teaching 

for understanding or critique.  This view is echoed by Brandt (1993): 

The greatest enemy of understanding is coverage. As long as you are 

determined to cover everything, you actually ensure that most kids are not 

going to understand.  

                                                                                                  (Brandt 1993 p.3) 

Apple (2001b) suggests that subject divisions provide more constraint than scope for 

discretion.  He argues that (in the US) standard attainment targets that have been 
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mandated cement these constraints in place (p.191). The 1999 curriculum for Irish 

primary schools divides what is to be taught into discrete subject areas or clusters of 

subject areas. óLanguageô is divided into L1 and L2 (English and Irish). Social, 

environmental and scientific education (SESE) incorporates Science, History and 

Geography. Arts education encompasses the subject areas of Visual Art, Drama and 

Music; the Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) cluster includes Physical 

Education, and Relationship and Sexuality Education. Mathematics stands alone as a 

subject.  

Each subject area is divided into discrete óstrandsô and óstrand unitsô. Curriculum 

handbooks contain exemplars to show how these subjects should be taught. The school 

week is divided into specific times allocated to each subject.   

For example, as in Figure 2.1 below, the English curriculum is allocated 4 hours per 

week in senior classes and 3 hours per week in Infant classes.  The strands in English 

are: 

1. Receptiveness 

to language 

2. Competence and 

confidence in using 

language 

3. Developing 

cognitive abilities 

through language 

4. Emotional and 

imaginative 

development through 

language 

 

Figure 2-1: Table: Strands of English Language Curriculum 

Each strand is then subdivided into strand units, which are further divided into the three 

areas of oral, reading and writing. In the first strand óreceptiveness to languageô, the 

strand units for infant classes are: 

¶ Oral: developing receptiveness to oral language 

¶ Reading: developing concepts of language and print 

¶ Writing: creating and fostering the impulse to write 

The curriculum documents outline targets and objectives for each strand and strand unit.  

The example of the Infant programme (English section) in oral language reveals that 

Strand 1 comprises six aims and objectives in a bulleted list which are largely skills 

based.  
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The child should be enabled to: 

¶ Experience, recognise and observe simple commands 

¶ Listen to a story or description and respond to it 

¶ Hear, repeat and elaborate words, phrases and sentences modelled by the 

teacher 

¶ Use and interpret tone of voice expressing various emotions 

¶ Learn to adopt appropriate verbal behaviour to secure and maintain the attention 

of a partner 

¶ Mime and interpret gesture, movement and attitude conveying various emotions  

                                                 (Government of Ireland 1999, English pp.15-21) 

Strands 2 and 3 of the English curriculum have six bulleted aims and Strand 4 has ten.  

The lists above refer only to Oral language, and the lists for Reading and Writing are 

equally detailed, so this gives an idea of the workload facing teachers in one subject 

area. Furthermore, these objectives are to be met in an infant classroom within a time 

allocation of 3 hours per week.  Bearing in mind that the curriculum contains twelve 

subjects, each divided into many strands and strand units, and that many classrooms 

have one teacher and thirty or more children, one gets a sense of the often frantic pace 

of the óhurry-along-nessô to which Dadds (2001 p.49) refers.   

I colluded in this hurried and fragmented curriculum. In order to devise short-term 

schemes of work for each fortnight, and fit in my data gathering for my study, I had to 

timetable Thinking Time initially under the strand unit ódeveloping cognitive abilities 

through oral languageô.  By doing so, I could satisfy the obligations of curricular 

planning. There was no strand in any curricular area that matched óteaching children to 

think for themselvesô or óenquiring into oneôs practiceô. Through developing such 

strategies, however, I was accepting the underlying curricular propositional logics and 

assumptions about the reification of knowledge, and trying to fit my dialogical 

educational values into a technical rationality that negated them. I was holding values 

but acting in ways that denied them, but had not made that knowledge explicit by 
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articulating it as such to myself. I was oblivious to the fact at this point that my values 

were embodied in my practice and could be manifested through my practice, because, at 

first sight, this manifestation could not be slotted and timetabled. I was still unaware 

that living out my educational values would have to permeate every moment of my 

teaching life. 

This awareness did develop, however, as my study progressed. I began to question the 

compartmentalisation of the school day into discrete parcels of information 

transmission.  I began to challenge and question the need for standardised curricula and 

methods of assessment, and to examine my growing resistance to the technical 

rationality of education as I was experiencing it. This feeling of growing resistance, I 

now see, was the beginning of my becoming critical (Carr and Kemmis 1986). I saw 

that instead of fitting my values to an existing educational situation I would have to take 

an alternative stance and try to make the situation fit better with my values. 

This required me to develop the capacity for critical engagement, confidence and 

courage. I am more confident now but, for many years, even after embarking on my 

doctoral studies, I remained compliant with the norms of the system. Gradually, 

however, the process of researching my practice of encouraging others to be critical 

thinkers shifted the focus from my students to me.  I began to see the need for a shift 

from problem-solving to problematising. 

From problem-solving to problematising 

Initially I perceived my efforts as óproblem-solvingô. I saw my identified concerns as 

problems for which solutions had to be found. Part of the process of becoming critical 

for me was to shift from this bipolar problem/solution stance to a more reflective and 

critically conscious stance of problematising my practice. The process of 

problematising is grounded in several assumptions: that I must examine my concerns in 

a critical way, and look at underlying assumptions and norms; that there may be no 

óright answerô; and that I must develop ways forward through developing dialogical 

practices. The answers, if there were any, were unlikely to reside in the set of twenty 

three Irish Primary Curriculum handbooks (Government of Ireland 1999). 

By problematising though, I was finally beginning to transform myself into a critical 

thinker, and was in turn helping my students to become critical thinkers.  
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This focus on my own learning enabled me then to problematise why my educational 

practice appeared to deny my values of freedom and justice. From a position where I 

had naively assumed that teacher-talk dominated in classrooms because large classes 

necessitated didactic forms of pedagogy, I now began to be aware of deeper layers of 

meaning. I found support for my views in a large body of research. In Britain, The 

National Oracy Project (Norman 1992) examined teacher-talk in classrooms. The 

relationships between talk and learning, patterns of classroom interaction were explored 

(Edwards 1992, Edwards and Mercer 1987, Galton et al. 1999) as were the differential 

oracy experiences of home and school (Tough 1977, Wells 1999). Edwards and Mercer 

(1987 p.20) assert that talk is both óa medium for teaching and learningô and say it is 

óone of the materials from which a child constructs meaningô. This finding spoke to my 

conviction of the importance of classroom dialogue and the significant role of the 

quality of the interpersonal relationships in classrooms between teacher and students 

and between students and their peers.  

Alongside my growing awareness of the importance of pupil talk and shared classroom 

discourse, I began too, to recognise that pedagogy can be seen as a highly contested 

political arena that demanded critical awareness (Alexander 2000, Dadds 2001). I came 

to question my simplistic notion that didacticism had to do with óclassroom 

management strategiesô and I saw instead that the exercise of technical rational forms of 

management and assessment of teachers and students has to do with issues of power 

and control (Apple 1995, 2001a, 2001b; Darder et al. 2003, Kincheloe 2004). For the 

first time I looked at theories of education from the critical perspective of whether they 

were founded on notions of care, freedom and justice.  I realised that while the rhetoric 

of the Irish Primary School Curriculum supports principles of social justice and care for 

the other, the reality is that education is largely about school and classroom 

management as teachers struggle to implement syllabi premised on propositional óknow 

thatô and óknow howô knowledge (Ryle 1949).  

Developing conceptual frameworks 

These realisations enabled me to formalise my values of care, freedom and justice as 

broad conceptual frameworks, and I can trace how these frameworks are associated 

with the writing of key theorists (see Chapters 4 and 5). In relation to my value of care, 

I have been influenced especially by the work of Noddings (1984a, 1984b, 1988, 1998, 



© Mary Roche 2007 

   50 

2006) and Buber (1965). In particular I have been influenced by Buberôs ideas about óI-

Itô and óI-Thouô relationships. These ideas have helped me to interrogate my own 

ontological stance in relation to others. My evidence throughout this thesis shows that I 

engage with others in my classroom in a way that includes and respects them as óThouô. 

I show that in talking ówithô rather than óatô my students, I value them as equal knowers 

and significant others (Video Link: Talking with é). The work of Benhabib (1987) also 

helped me to examine how I view the óconcreteô and óparticularô children in my 

classroom. This stance is reflected too, in my choice of action research as a 

methodology. I understand action research as research in relation with others rather than 

on others. In this I have been significantly influenced by the work of McNiff (2000, 

2004, 2005a, 2005b).   

Reading Bourdieu (1990) and Foucault (1980) influenced my developing insights into 

how schools can operate as instruments of social control. From Foucault I learned about 

how power and knowledge are interwoven, and how institutions such as schools, 

hospitals and prisons can become instruments of social control through processes of 

objectification that transform the body into an object of scientific investigation. I had 

never before considered school in this light, but as I reflected on the literatures I saw 

how children are often powerless and objectified in classroom situations (Devine 2000a, 

2000b, 2003). Bourdieu (1990) argued that mechanisms of social domination and 

reproduction, as evident in many schools, were focused on bodily know-how and 

competent practices, which came to act as symbolic capital in the social world. Such 

practices can be inculcated through what he terms ósymbolic violenceô (p.27). I could 

see a relationship between Bourdieuôs ideas and the way in which dominant 

institutional epistemologies and practices formed and moulded childrenôs identities as 

passive thinkers. In my own context, for example, I had often reproduced my early 

experiences as a silent learner in my practice as a didactic teacher. 

Bourdieuôs and Foucaultôs ideas made me think deeply about how I had complied with 

a concept of the school as a context for social control. I now saw that by delivering the 

reified knowledge of the curriculum in an uncritical way, I had unconsciously 

contributed to a form of symbolic violence as understood by Bourdieu, and I had used 

the power of my ósuperiorô teacher knowledge to dominate and control the children in 

my classrooms in Foucaultôs sense of the institution as a form of social discipline.   

VideoClips/Chap2_Clip_01.wmv
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Bourdieuôs and Foucaultôs ideas had therefore a part to play in the reconceptualisation 

of my practice. Because I consciously develop humane and respectful relationships with 

my children I decided to seek pedagogies that would allow us to seek knowledge 

together, and accept each other as óotherô. To that end I began to create and develop 

dialogical pedagogies that would respect the open-ended nature of knowledge, the 

capacity of people to be creative and critical knowers and the humanity of interrelating 

with my students through pedagogies that have care, freedom and justice as guiding 

principles (Chapters 8 and 9). 

I develop my themes of engaging critically with the literatures in Chapters 4 and 5, and 

I show how my values informed my choice of conceptual frameworks. At this point, 

however, I conclude this chapter by saying that I will provide evidence to show that the 

focus on my practice, and the focus on my learning from my practice, are not separate 

spheres of enquiry but are incorporated within, and grounded in one another. I draw on 

the work of McNiff (2000, 2005a, 2005b) and McNiff and Whitehead (2005, 2006) and 

on Bohmôs (1998) ideas about how creativity can be encouraged through dialogue. My 

focus shifted to a concern to improve the quality of opportunities for children to 

exercise their independence of mind as well as the development of my own capacity to 

exercise critical engagement.   

I now turn to a discussion of the methodology I used that enabled me to do this. 
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Chapter 3  

Methodological issues: How could I address my concerns? 

 

In this chapter I set out the methodology I used to conduct my enquiry. The chapter is in 

two parts. I first give an explanation and justification for why I chose this methodology. 

Second, I outline some of the practical details of conducting my enquiry. Articulating 

these issues enables me to claim that my research has been conducted with 

methodological rigour (Winter 1989), and paves the way to my efforts to show its 

validity. 

Chapter 3 Part 1  

Explanations and justifications 

As recorded I set out several years ago to óimproveô my studentsô thinking. I now know 

that my attitudes of that time reflected not only an ontological perspective in which I 

saw myself as separate from and superior to my students, but also how my logics took a 

propositional form. I valued certainty and knowing the órightô way to do things, and, 

while I believe I had a strong sense of justice and was outraged by any form of 

injustice, I rarely questioned óthe way things wereô in the world, why they should be so 

in the first place, and, most importantly from a critical perspective, how I might be 

contributing to the perpetuation of the existing situation.   

I took as normative a view that schoolchildren needed to be ótaughtô the ócontent of the 

curriculumô, and my pedagogies relied heavily on and reproduced the ways in which I 

had been taught and trained. I did not critique the assumptions inherent in educational 

discourses about what constitutes education or knowledge generation. I did not ask 

whose interests were being served by having a standardised national curriculum and 

what might be the possible injustices in such a policy. Yet at the same time I kept 

abreast of innovative educational practices: I attended professional development 

courses, and read widely. However, I did not question why, for example, I am expected 
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to absorb passively the abstract theory presented in an in-service lecture. I accepted 

such normative practices unquestioningly.  

Neither did I question the assumption that it was my responsibility to implement othersô 

theories. I did not question the logic that suggests that, because an educational theory 

óworkedô in one school or classroom, it should óworkô in another. When I tried out 

othersô theories and could not replicate their findings, I attributed my failure to the fact 

that perhaps I was óonly a teacherô or, because my students (at that time) were 

considered ódisadvantagedô, they could not be as ógoodô as the people in the study.  

An example of my efforts to implement one such theory occurred when I first tried 

doing óThinking Timeô (Donnelly 1994) in 1996. I had seen videos of children in 

discussion and I was eager to do the same in my own classroom. I chose a topic that had 

óworked wellô in Donnellyôs context. When the discussion began, I was nervous and 

unsure: my students sat uncomfortably in the circle and most ópassedô without speaking.   

One child, a compassionate boy, asked: óTeacher, what do you want me to say?ô I donôt 

remember what answer I gave, but I remember that I wanted him to ósayô something 

that I hoped would be clever, similar to what children had said on the óSocrates for 6 

year oldsô video (BBC TV 1990) and on Donnellyôs videos. I wanted a specific 

outcome: I knew in advance what it was to be. When the children failed to produce it, I 

was devastated. I desperately wanted to óimproveô my children, however, and continued 

looking for ways to help them become óbetterô thinkers. It did not occur to me back then 

to consider studying my practice in order to improve it: I was ójustô a teacher, not a 

researcher. I later reasoned that I had fallen into the trap of intellectual elitism, where I 

positioned recognised theorists and myself in hierarchically-organised categories.  

Intellectual elitism and the exclusion of practitioners 

McNiff and Whitehead (2006 p.65) refer to the way in which academic elitism has 

traditionally discouraged practitioner research, largely through presenting theory as an 

abstract discipline (Pring 2000) and through communicating messages that practitioners 

are unequipped to do research (D. McIntyre 1997).  I agree with what McNiff and 

Whitehead suggest, and I also believe that self-styled elitist academic groups can create 

within practitioners what I earlier referred to as óinternalised oppressionô (Tappan 

2001). 
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Furthermore, the development of internalised oppression by practitioners can also lead 

to their exclusion. I now understand how teachers have traditionally been positioned by 

the academy as Other, as practitioners upon whom studies can be carried out in the 

interests of developing propositional theory. It is possible that teachers have contributed 

to their own exclusion through their failure to claim their voice and by allowing others 

to speak for them. When they allow others to theorise on their behalf, by interpreting 

their words and actions for them, they are effectively colluding in the widespread 

understanding that they have no voice or theory worth listening to.  

Suresh Canagarajahôs (2002) arguments are also relevant for me as a primary teacher, 

when he speaks about how texts construct and constitute knowledge and how the values 

of the Western intellectual traditions are reflected in the conventions and practices of 

academic communities: 

é mainstream journals and their publishing practices are congenial to the 

interests of center knowledge while proving recalcitrant to periphery 

discourses; é academic writing/publishing functions as an important means of 

legitimating and reproducing center knowledge. 

                                                                            (Suresh Canagarajah 2002 p.60)  

Academic journals and publications are not easily accessed by óordinaryô teachers. 

Unless a teacher has access to a university library, she is obliged to purchase journal 

articles at a prohibitive cost. However, unless a teacher knows about the journals in the 

first place, and has some familiarity with the system, she will find the process difficult. 

Teachers are effectively barred from academic discourses through such exclusion 

strategies. Their voices, if heard at all, are generally mediated through the voice of a 

researcher who has carried out a study óonô them. 

Without access to opportunities for carrying out insider research that could potentially 

influence education policy-framing, teachers risk losing their autonomy and identity.  

Education policy is formed without recourse to practitioner-research into what really 

happens in living classrooms (see Apple 2001b). Several literatures exist in Britain, for 

example, that point out the risks attached to the loss of teachersô autonomy and the 

expansion of a pervasive performative culture for teachers as well as for children. 

Concern has been articulated over the increasingly managerial approach to education. 

McNess et al. (2003) suggest that there is a ódisjunction between policy and preferred 

practiceô (p.256).  Bernstein (1996) also suggests that performance models are 
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dependent upon external regulation so that pedagogic practice is subordinated to an 

óexternal curriculum of selection, sequence, pacing and criteria of the transmissionô 

(Bernstein, 1996, p.62). According to Sultana (1994, cited in McNess et al. 2003 p.257) 

the call for the raising of school standards and pupil attainment in predefined ways has 

increasingly applied pressures for óperformativityô within teaching and learning. This 

contrasts with a previous, more holistic model of teachersô work by restricting their 

ability to ócreatively mediateô external demands with regard to curriculum content and 

pedagogic practice (p.256).  In Ireland too, there is a growing push towards a 

performance-oriented, transmission model of learning (Lynch 2006). 

The view that education is simply another market commodity has become 

normalised in policy and public discourses. Schools run purely as businesses 

are a growing phenomenon. 

                                                                                              (Lynch K. 2006 p.1)   

The research that has influenced managerial-style education policy directives has most 

likely been carried out with outsider and óobjectiveô researchers with no practitioner-

researcher involvement in or ownership of the research. Teachers, in this sense, are 

powerless.  This is borne out by Lynch and OôNeill (1994) who suggest that 

professional researchers in the social sciences often exacerbate the powerlessness of 

those they study (p.244).  They argue that, without intent, researchers 

é become colonizersé. [They] know and own part of peopleôs world about 

which people themselves know very little. é It means that there are now 

people who can claim to know you and understand you better than you 

understand yourself: there are experts there to interpret your world and to speak 

on your behalf. They take away your voice by speaking about you and for you.  

                                             (Lynch and OôNeill 1994, in Lynch 2001 pp.243-4)  

I am not sure however, that I agree with the phrase óabout which people themselves 

know very littleô: Lynch and OôNeill also appear to be positioning themselves here as 

belonging to an elite who understand ówhat people knowô differently to how the 

knowers understand it. From my perspective I would claim to know only what I know, 

and even this is often incomplete and inchoate. I do not believe I have the right to claim 

knowledge of what others know.  

There is a paradox inherent within the Irish system, I believe, that places the current  

performance-oriented, transmission model of education (Morgan 1998; Murphy 2004; 

Government of Ireland 2005a)  at odds with the aspirations of the 1999 Primary School 

Curriculum (Government of Ireland 1999). The curriculum recommends a sociocultural 
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model of education that claims to recognise and include the emotional and social 

aspects necessary for learner-centred pedagogies (Introduction, Government of Ireland 

1999 p.8). It emphasises activity and discovery with óthe child as an active agent in his 

or her own learningô and promotes ócelebrating the uniqueness of the child; ensuring the 

development of each childôs potential (ibid).  However, evidence exists that didacticism 

is still a prevalent methodology in Irish schools (Conway 2000, 2002; Murphy 2004, 

Government of Ireland 2005a, Government of Ireland 2005b).  Through examining my 

practice from the vantage point of over thirty years of experience within the Irish 

system, along with almost ten years of action research since undertaking my MA 

studies, I have now generated my own living theory of dialogic practice that has 

significance for my practice and may have significance for teachers struggling to marry 

these opposing education models. 

Holding myself accountable for my practice 

As reported, when I finally began my current research programme, I began to 

reconceptualise my identity as óresearcherô, but with a focus on studying my students 

which meant that I was also adopting an outsider stance. I also failed to see the irony in 

the fact that not only did I begin to research my students, I actually did so with a view to 

óimprovingô them (Roche 2002a). 

I have now come to hold a more inclusional perspective, and I can see that óimproving 

othersô is an outsider researcher stance, based on ontological values that position the 

researcher as separate from her object of study. Over the course of this study I have 

come to realise that, at best, all I can do is to examine my own values, and ground my 

practice in them, so as to make an improvement in how I work, with the understanding 

that my actions have the potential to influence others. This means that I have tried as far 

as possible to hold myself accountable for my actions in relation with others to ensure 

that I act with integrity in the interests of all in working towards sustainable educational 

practices.  

Separating the knower from the known 

The traditional separation of the researcher from the object of study harks back to a 

Cartesian perspective that attempts to ensure objectivity and value-free enquiry. 

Descartes explained mind and body as separate entities and developed a form of 
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analytic thinking, which splits complex phenomena into separate parts so as to 

understand the behaviour of the whole from the property of its components (Capra 

1997). 

Social science researchers traditionally operate from such a spectator perspective.  

People, especially children, are often perceived as Other, and from a frequently 

patriarchal perspective. 

é existing research gatekeeping systems tended to construct children as 

dependent, in need of protection and as óhuman becomings.ô  

                                                                                        (Balen et al. 2006 p.29) 

Seen from such a perspective children are often viewed as ópotentialô citizens, or as 

óhuman becomingsô (Balen ibid), rather than human óbeingsô.  For me, processes of 

óbecomingô seem to take the form of a dialectical relationship between óbeingô and 

ónon-beingô. Childhood is assumed to be a stage on the way to being a finished and 

complete person. Like Freire (1972), I believe that people are always óunfinished, 

uncompleted beings, in and with a likewise unfinished realityô (pp.56-7). My 

ontological commitments hold within themselves the idea of improving myself as a 

person, and my educational values are about inviting others to help themselves to 

become better persons also. This is not the same as óimproving other peopleô, the stance 

I initially adopted.   

I no longer view my students as components in a homogenous group who belong to a 

state named óchildhoodô. Like Moss (2002), I raise critical questions about the meaning 

of the term óchildhoodô: 

What is our image or understanding of the child? What is our image or 

understanding of institutions for young children?  

                                                                                                 (Moss 2002 p.439) 

These understandings would appear to resonate also with Korczak: 

é the teacher-researcher should not treat the child as a research object or as a 

means in what Buber (1947) called an ñI-itò relationship. The purpose of 

research should not serve any interest except that of the child, who should be 

treated as a unique human being that deserves full respect. ñChildren . . . are 

people ï not people to be, not people of the future, not people of tomorrow, but 

people now . . . right now . . . todayò 

                                   (Korczak, 1914/1967b, p. 254, cited in Efron 2005 p.148) 
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For me, each child in my classroom is a unique individual with whom I am in relation. 

The quality of that relationship is influenced by many factors including my ontological 

stance which positions me as in relation with others.  I have puzzled over the concepts 

of óOtherô and óotherô for a long time, and I have now arrived at the understanding that I 

try to see my students not as óOtherô, a term that I understand to mean ónot like me, 

different from meô, but as óotherô, which I understand as ópeople who are like me but 

who are themselves unique individuals in relationship with other unique individualsô.  I 

acknowledge the influence of McNiff with Whitehead (2006) on my thinking. 

Prevailing social policy discourses, on the other hand, appear to see children as Other. 

Haavind (2005) suggests that such discourses ignore the idea that children may have 

any ability to speak for themselves.  Like me she feels that methods must be developed 

to enable childrenôs voices to be heard.  

When children are seen one-sidedly as dependent, vulnerable and malleable, 

the idea that they may have perspectives beyond their immediate existence is 

simply ruled out. The same holds for any notion of the child as in a preparatory 

stage since such a conceptualization would frame their present subjectivity as 

oriented to a not-yet-existing future. 

                                                                                            (Haavind 2005 p.149) 

Haavind (2005) also suggests that children will in all cases be better served if they are 

able to voice their opinion (p.144). 

Emphasis on the child as an individual should not be interpreted as 

disconnection from the child. Rather, relational qualities help constitute 

individual performance. When children are equipped with the abilities to 

represent themselves and to explore options, figure out plans and make 

decisions on behalf of themselves, these capacities have been confirmed 

through a web of interrelation. 

                                                                                            (Haavind 2005 p.144) 

Insights such as these now inform how I work and how I perceive the purpose of the 

institution in which I work, which should be to provide opportunities for children and 

staff to realise their capacity to think critically and interpret their world for themselves.  

Towards a living theory of practice 

I have recounted so far how, for much of my life, I thought in propositional ways, and 

have come only recently, through my improving capacity to reflect critically, to take 

action on my own processes of thinking and thereby critique my previous propositional 

stance. óCritical reflection is also action,ô according to Freire (1972 p.99). I learned that 
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it was not sufficient to ask only operational and procedural questions around improving 

my practice. I also had to interrogate my ontological, epistemological and 

methodological assumptions. In this respect, the work of Freire (1972) also resonates 

with both the ontological perspectives of action research, which became my preferred 

methodology, and with my educational values.   

Education as the practice of freedom ï as opposed to education as the practice 

of domination ï denies that man [sic] is abstract, isolated, independent, and 

unattached to the world; it also denies that the world exists as a reality apart 

from men.  Authentic reflection considers neither abstract man nor the world 

without men, but men in their relations with the world.  

                                                                                                  (Freire 1972 p.54) 

Having moved away from a propositional to a more critical stance, in which I was 

beginning to see the need for a critical self-perspective, I seriously considered the idea 

of first-person enquiry (Marshall 2004), or self-study action research (McNiff and 

Whitehead 2006). For me, self-study action research makes moral and ethical sense, 

because it enables me to see my óIô in relation with many other óIôsô who are also in 

company with many others ï óa community of ñIôsòô (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006 p. 

25). Epistemologically, self-study makes sense for me because I have come to see 

knowledge as something inseparable from me as a knower.  

The idea of a living theory of practice is premised on the idea that the óIô is the centre of 

educational enquiry, and that all individuals are capable of offering their own account 

of practice, comprising their descriptions and explanations, to show how they address 

the question, óHow do I improve my practice?ô (Whitehead 1989a), and so hold 

themselves morally accountable for their practice. Such accounts come to stand as their 

living educational theories (McNiff 2007). This idea challenges traditional orthodoxies 

and power structures about knowledge and knowers, and places the practitioner-

researcher at the centre of the research process. Consequently, living theories generated 

from practice-based research can now be seen to be located in the researchers 

themselves as they go about their practice in workplace contexts.    

McNiff (2007) sees knowledge as relational in that, while the practitioner-researcher is 

the centre of the enquiry, they are always in company with others. The processes of 

learning, according to McNiff, have the potential to transform and evolve into new 

knowledge. These ideas about the generative transformational and relational aspects of 

livi ng theory have implications for my practice as I seek ways of working that are 
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inclusional, invitational and respectful of the other. Because living theory places moral 

responsibility on practitioners to hold themselves accountable for their practices, the 

ideas of relational knowledge and generative transformational processes have moral and 

ethical connotations that weave issues of social justice through the fabric of my living 

theory.   

Bakhtin, as reported by Holquist, also acknowledges the existence of the óliving Iô: 

Much as Peter Panôs shadow is sewn to his body, óIô is the needle that stitches 

the abstraction of language to the particularity of lived experience. And much 

the same structure insures that in all aspects of life dialogue can take place 

between the chaotic and particular centrifugal forces of subjectivity and the 

rule-driven, generalizing centripetal forces of the extra-personal system.  

                                                                                             (Holquist 2002 p.28) 

Holquist (2002) also suggests that Bakhtinôs dialogism is órelentlessly relationalô and óis 

a way of looking at things that always insists on the presence of the otherô (p.195). 

However, according to Holquist (op cit) Bakhtin located his work in the idea of óthe 

inescapable necessity of outsideness and unfinalizabilityô (Holquist 2002 p.195). While 

I would agree with the idea of óunfinalizabilityô, because living theory is about 

continuity in evolutionary processes, I would also argue that living theory is firmly 

located in the idea of insideness. The living theory I generate is ongoing and is worked 

out dialogically from within my practice through processes of communication with my 

own critical reflection on action, and with others who have been invited to participate in 

the process.  

Reaching these understandings has enabled me to appreciate my own capacity for 

personal and social transformation. I have become aware of my own transformational 

power. Power is frequently construed negatively. It can be used to control and shape 

behaviour (Foucault 1980), or to gain dominance over others. Power can also be used 

productively to improve the human condition (Kincheloe and Berry 2004).  I now 

understand how I can use the power of my deeper critical awareness to generate 

explanations for my actions, and in turn use that power to influence the education of 

social formations (Whitehead 2004a).  

Therefore, in constructing explanations for my professional practice I have found it 

necessary to clarify for myself the meanings of my ontological and epistemological 

values by showing their emergence in action (Whitehead 1989a p.6), and I have done 
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this by immersing myself in the process of taking action grounded in critical self-

reflection. I have found, like Mellor (1998) that the methodology is the process and the 

process is the methodology.  

A vignette from practice 

Aware, always, of the need to produce validated evidence to test and hopefully support 

my claims to knowledge, I now offer one vignette from my archive to illustrate how I 

learned about my practice from reflection-on-action (Schön 1983) and from dialectical 

engagement with both a piece of data  (a videoed excerpt of practice), and with the 

critique of others.  

On 23-07-04 I showed a videoed classroom discussion to a group of critical friends 

from my study-group. I hoped to show them that my students were adept talkers and 

thinkers. I knew what I wanted the group to see. I thought it would be unambiguous. 

However, I later wrote in my journal:  

When the tape ended P said, óFirst off what strikes me is the way you 

take this so much for granted ï little 5 and 6 year olds discussing and 

thinking and listening. Itôs amazing! You are so used to it you donôt 

even see how amazing that is in itself!ô  (RD 23-07-04) 

This was significant for my learning. I realized I had been so busy looking at tapes and 

transcripts for specific data, that I often ignored the larger potential significance of my 

practice. I wrote: 

The questions that strike me now that I didnôt think of asking P are:  

a) Why should the idea of little children in dialogue be óamazing?ô What 

assumptions are being made here about the idea of children engaging in 

dialogue? 

b) What is considered to be ónormalô classroom practice so that my 

practice looks óamazingô?  (RD 23-07-04) 

Reflecting on these issues afterwards led me to research literatures around issues of how 

teacher talk can silence children, and to critical pedagogues like Apple (1979), 

Kincheloe (2004), and McLaren (1986) who aim to challenge injustices in traditional 

forms of pedagogy.  
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C said that she thought, and the others agreed, that even though video 

can be a very powerful visual medium for demonstrating what the 

written word canôt ï facial expression, body language, voice timbre ï it 

was not until I provided explanations for my actions that the picture 

became more complete. (RD 23-07-04) 

On reflection, I realised that this has implications for my methodology because an 

outsider observing my practice might not have interpreted my actions accurately.  (This 

episode had significance for my later examination of appropriate forms of 

representation of my data). 

M commented that I seemed to allow two children in particular a lot of 

speaking time. She wondered if this was unfair to the other children. 

I explained how both children Sh and Eo, were struggling 

óacademicallyô.  While they were obviously articulate and intelligent and 

showed this in the video, I explained that I knew from their performance 

in traditional workbook activities, and from my thirty years of classroom 

experience, that when standardised test time came around they would 

ófailô.  

I explained how I felt that such technically rational assessment 

procedures were unjust because they failed to recognise the whole 

intelligence of a child, while marginalising those whose learning 

strengths did not match those valued by the assessment.  (RD 23-07-04) 

When I reflected on this episode I realised that I was beginning to develop my living 

theory of practice. I had offered a description of what was happening, by means of a 

visual narrative. Now I was offering an explanation for my practice in relation to my 

decisions. However, closer reflection shows me now what I failed to see then, that I had 

been acting out of my values of justice and care and that these values may have been 

embodied in my practice longer than I realized but had not been made explicit until 

now.  

In another section of the video a child struggled to articulate a thought 

and took some time to speak. C asked me why I hadnôt intervened to 

help him.  

I replied that I felt he would get there by himself and I wanted to let him 

try at least.  

C asked me why I felt that this was important.  

I explained that I have made a conscious effort to give children time to 

think. In the past I didnôt always wait long enough for children to 

answer. I have tried to improve my practice in this respect. (RD 23-07-

04)   
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I found evidence in the literatures to support the view that teachers often do not wait for 

children to answer (Galton et al. 1980, 1999; Goodlad 1984, Walker and Adelman 

1975, Wragg and Brown 2001). In this way, teachers use their power as the authority 

figure in the classroom to control and dominate classroom discourse. However, some 

children invoke their own power and choose to use this to their advantage (Devine 

2003, Holt 1964). As reported earlier, recent studies of Irish primary schools show that 

didacticism remains sufficiently dominant to cause concern for the óactive learningô 

recommendations of the 1999 Primary School Curriculum (Conway 2000, 2002; 

Murphy 2004, Government of Ireland 2005a, 2005b). This, I maintain, is an area of my 

research that could have significant implications for policy and practice in Irish 

education. 

When I later reflected on the process of showing the video to my critical friends in July 

2004, I realised that the video could be described as a visual narrative of the 

transformation of my learning (McNiff and Whitehead 2006). Here was visual evidence 

of me embodying values of justice and care in practice, as I offer this research-based 

account to show how caring pedagogical practices can improve the quality of learning 

experience for children.   

I am aware, however, that the kinds of claims I am making here need to be tested 

against the critical responses of others. I have already recounted how I invited the 

critical responses of my study group to my claims, and I have also come to see this 

process of dialogically-grounded critique as a form of knowledge creation in itself. New 

learning emerged for myself and my colleagues. One subsequently wrote: 

I learned a lot from the conversation regarding your video. I realised that 

sometimes, I donôt always appreciate the significance of what I am 

doing in my practice until I hear it from others é When we all engaged 

together in that validation exercise, I took a lot of notes and have since 

looked at episodes of my own practice with new eyes. (RD email from 

BL 03-09-04) (Further examples of such critical responses can be found 

in Appendix B.3.) 

My living theory is explicitly rooted in my embodied values of care, freedom and 

justice. Rather than excluding others or dominating others through prescriptive practices 

I aim to develop a form of critical practice that is grounded in logics of inclusion and 
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freedom. This, I felt, was well exemplified in my response to my colleagueôs earlier 

comment in relation to my providing space for a child to think before speaking.  

C said that she felt that this was an extremely important explanation 

because it provided an insight into how I work towards including all 

children democratically as active and equal co-participants with me.  

The others agreed that the episode shown certainly tested my claim that 

in my classroom children have freedom to speak, freedom from 

coercion, freedom to be silent and that I provided adequate description 

and explanation for my actions. (RD 23-07-04) 

This episode is significant also because previously I had not theorised how my actions 

could be a realisation of my values. Now I could see that these values inform my 

practical professional decisions. I began then to look with new critical eyes at other data 

and I began to appreciate Geertzôs (1973) emphasis on the need for óthickô descriptions 

of data. I saw that it is important not only to describe episodes and support them with 

case study material but also to locate my arguments within my conceptual frameworks, 

such as why I believed I should adopt caring and nurturing practices and the nature of 

the relationships between my ideas of care and nurturing and critical thinking. 

The dialectic between making sense of my practice and my growing critical awareness 

meant that I began to see myself as an integral part of the practice I am studying. I 

became a living participant in my own knowledge creation process (Bohm 2004). This 

dialectic also enables new problem-posing forms of practice (Freire 1972).  

I have come to see how dialogue plays an essential role in the development of my living 

theory of education. I now understand education to be about learning how to live a 

moral life and how to make choices that value the inclusion of the other. I believe too 

that education is about learning to learn, and about learning to think for oneself through 

dialogic processes. Because my educational values are premised upon democratic 

practices and dialogue, I now understand more fully that education should be about 

non-coercive practices. Thus I now have begun to see my role as a teacher much as 

Freire (1972) described, as one of inviting others to share in knowledge generation 

through dialogue. In this account I attempt to explain how my values have inspired and 

provoked me to change the way I was working so as to become what I consider to be a 

óbetterô teacher by employing dialogical pedagogies. The focus of the research is on me, 

as I deliberately reconceptualised my identity and transformed myself into a more 
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critically aware thinker, through the dialogical process of helping my children also to 

become critical thinkers.  

 I now turn to the more practical elements of my research design and its 

implementation. 

Chapter 3 Part 2 

 

Practical issues  

 Mellor (1998) speaks of the search for a methodology as a most confusing process: 

I have toyed with the metaphors of a journey, a garden, óbuying the 

thingamygigô and óhunting the snarkô, but that which most closely embodies 

the development of this undertaking, with its dead ends, confusions, shifts in 

focus and occasional fruits of publication, is the unusual, but nonetheless 

extremely successful growth of the banyan tree.  

                                                                                               (Mellor 1998 p.467) 

Similarly, for much of my study, I had óno research question and no clear methodô 

(Mellor 2001 p.465). I was óworking without rules in order to find out the rules of what 

[I]ôve doneô (ibid). Initially I found the situation destabilising because no definitive 

ómethodô exists for self-study action research. I wanted definition, clear answers, and a 

órightô procedure to follow. I floundered in the methodological freedom I had, and, as 

Freire (1972 p.23) described, I preferred the security of conformity with [my] state of 

unfreedom to the creative communion produced by and even the very pursuit of 

freedom.  

Guidelines to the methodological process of action research enquiry exist, particularly 

in the works of McNiff and Whitehead (McNiff 1988, 2002; McNiff et al. 1996, 

McNiff and Whitehead 2006, McNiff with Whitehead 2002) but like Mellor (1998) I 

hunted several ósnarksô before realising that I was researching myself and my practice, 

and finally understanding that the process of the methodology itself was in its practise. 

The finding of the questions was itself more important than the questions 

themselves. é I eventually came to accept that my struggle in the swamp was 

the method, not a path to find a better method é I was struggling to find a 

methodology ... which I could óownô ï which did not fragment the complex 

whole of my own lived experience and my values.  

                                                                                              (Mellor 1998 p.462) 
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Mellorôs (2001) look at the óuntidy realities of researchô was also consoling as I 

gradually came to a new understanding of what theory and evidence and claims to 

knowledge meant, as I struggled to write up my research account. I had to free myself 

from the ótyranny of methodô (Thomas 1998 p.151) and the internalised oppression of 

feeling unequipped as a researcher, because I could find no clear path to enquiry.   

I began to see myself as constantly changing and recreating my identity as I investigate 

what I do. An initial focus on why I was uneasy about the dilemmas of practice now 

refocused into how I could improve my practice in relation to how I might improve the 

current situation for the benefit of myself and others who share my institutional context.  

I began by identifying my values. I took these as the guiding explanatory principles for 

my research. The core values I identified were those of care, freedom and justice. I 

wondered whether I was living these values in my practice. I decided that I would 

gather data in relation to these values. Could I show episodes of practice that 

demonstrated me living in the direction of these values, and transform those data into a 

strong evidence base against which I would test the validity of my claims to 

knowledge? Because I was developing my critical capacity, I found myself asking 

questions such as, óWhy am I telling this story from my data and not another story?  

What have I learned from this incident? What am I learning now as I critique it and 

what can I learn from other critical incidents of practice?ô  For example, as I examined a 

videoed classroom discussion to note incidents of where children disagreed or agreed 

with me or with peers, I saw that initially, I had been looking at superficial aspects of 

practice rather than providing critical explanations.  

 

I notice that I seem to be taking it for granted that it is significant and 

important to show that children have the freedom to agree or disagree.  I 

need to explain why it is important to me to show that a child has 

disagreed with me.  Critical questions might include:  

Who is traditionally allowed to disagree in a classroom? Why do I feel 

that the idea of a child disagreeing with a teacher is so noteworthy?  

Why do I think that this is significant? What does this tell me about 

perhaps, inherent assumptions around power in the classroom? (RD 25-

05-06) 

This is a very different approach to general social science methodologies. The data 

gathering methods may be similar, but the approach is different in that I am the one who 
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interprets my practice and theorises it to generate my own living theory of practice. I 

therefore ask questions of my data such as: Why do I feel that a child disagreeing with 

me is noteworthy? Why do I feel that the idea of children disagreeing with a teacher is 

so noteworthy?  (Video Link: Disagreeing with teacher). 

As I researched my practice I systematically gathered data about how I gradually 

deepened my own critical awareness. My data gathering techniques involved the use of 

a reflective diary, audio and videotape recordings of myself in interaction with the 

children, and records from, and email correspondence with critical friends and 

validation groups. I was therefore able to capture the rich complexity of the different 

stages of my research. For example, I was able to reflect critically on this diary entry 

drawn from early draft writing. 

Choosing action research self-study as a methodology within which to 

frame an enquiry into my practice emerges first of all from my 

ontological stance, which is the way in which I perceive myself in the 

world.  This standpoint influences how I relate to others as well as 

informing how my epistemological values have evolved. (RD 15-01-06)  

The sentence rankled with me each time I read over it. I felt it was too glib in that it did 

not represent the struggle to come to an understanding of these concepts. My research 

diary became a rich source of evidence.  

Email correspondence also enabled me to record my own processes of coming to know. 

For example, here is an email record of correspondence with my supervisor that clearly 

communicates this process of struggle and confusion.   

Think about the patterns you are communicating here. You seem to be 

focusing on the general patterns of other people's thinking, without 

acknowledging that you are a core piece of that pattern.  

Where are you in this? (RD email from J 10-07-05) 

It seems that I was so deeply embedded in propositional logics that I could not see for 

myself where I was experiencing myself as a living contradiction (Whitehead 1989). I 

tried repeatedly to articulate my ontological stance as I understood it. My reply shows 

my emerging new understanding although I still seem to reify the concept of critical 

thinking: 

VideoClips/Chap2_Clip_02.wmv
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Letôs see if Iôve made it a little clearer for myself: I knew I ought to be 

writing about my practice and I knew I wanted to write about critical 

thinking but what was happening was that I was trying to link them 

artificiallyé   

I now see that I ought to be writing about my practice in relation to 

issues about critical thinking and I ought to be writing about critical 

thinking insofar as it relates to my practice ï not in isolation from each 

other. (RD email to J 16-07-05) 

Gradually I saw why I had been so inarticulate: methodologically, I had been 

researching my practice as though it were óout thereô separate from me. I had failed to 

see that I was part of the situation that I was investigating. 

It took a long time for me to understand that the knowledge I generate for myself is 

always going to be temporary and uncertain, and even longer before I saw my 

reflections, problem-posing, difficulties and tentative solutions as óknowledgeô. I 

considered that what I produced was less than óknowledgeô and certainly less than 

ótheoryô. It took me several years to understand that the óanswerô to óhow can I improve 

my practice?ô lies in the way I live through my practice in relation to my educational 

values.   

By carefully monitoring and recording my process of enquiry, I have a clear record of 

my emergent understandings about the politics of knowledge, as well as my own 

capacity for knowledge generation.  As reported earlier, traditionally, ownership of 

theory resided in the academy. I can now claim ownership of my own capacity for 

theory generation because I am explaining how I became competent as a researcher 

who can provide a valid evidence base against which to test my emergent living 

theories of practice. I can explain the process through which I have reconceptualised my 

identity as both researcher and practitioner. I have established my epistemological voice 

as I realise my capacity to know my own educational development. I have also grown 

into my methodological voice because I have had to adapt and innovate, as I have 

created my own methodology, and because I am an active agent in the process of 

enquiry into my practice. There are no ómodelsô for this process because every process 

of self-study enquiry is distinctive to the unique enquirer. Each person has to work it out 

for herself. 



© Mary Roche 2007 

   69 

As my research progressed, I began to use other data gathering methods such as case 

study, narrative in the form of vignettes from practice, photography, video and audio 

recording, transcripts of dialogues with children, research diary and field notes, 

informal interviews and written validations by observers of classroom practice, critical 

friends, parents, students and colleagues. When I came to generating evidence from my 

data, I identified specific criteria and standards of judgement in relation to my values, 

and I showed how the values themselves transformed into those criteria and standards 

of judgement.  

Research design 

When I speak about my research design, I mean it in the sense of how I have organised 

my research process to pursue a systematic enquiry. The thesis follows the form of this 

research design, in that the various chapters offer a narrative account of what happened 

as the research process unfolded. Of special note is the idea that I came to see how my 

research was not just about taking action within a social situation, but also about 

reflecting on the reasons and purposes of that action. I try to communicate this through 

the written form of this thesis.  

In Chapters 4 and 5, I offer a narrative account of the processes of action, and also show 

how these processes were informed by a range of factors, including my critical 

engagement with the literatures. In Chapters 6, 7 and 8, I offer a narrative account of 

how I reflected on the action, and came to see that I had organized my research in terms 

of three action reflection cycles.  

Therefore, although at the beginning of my research, I had a notion of how it might 

develop, my research process unfolded through taking action and reflecting on the 

action, and then using my reflections to inform new action.  

However, I needed to start somewhere, so I took as my starting point the action plan 

outlined in McNiff and Whitehead (2006 p.8). This action plan now acts as a 

retrospective checklist of whether or not my research process has been systematic and 

has achieved methodological rigour, for the purposes of testing the validity of my 

claims to knowledge, as follows: 
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¶ Had I taken stock of what was going on in my practice and identified a 

concern?  

Yes. I examined my context and I recognised that the education process for my students 

was largely grounded in didactic pedagogies that sought to deliver propositional 

knowledge into the allegedly empty heads of students. A concern emerged that children 

were frequently being denied opportunities to demonstrate their capacity to think and 

generate knowledge for themselves. The concern was to do with my emergent 

understanding that, as well as denying children freedom, such an educational model 

meant that social justice and care for the other were being denied. My concern was that 

I was colluding in this unjust situation despite holding values that espoused a different 

and more democratic kind of education for children, and that I was therefore 

experiencing myself as a living contradiction (Whitehead 1989a). I also began to 

perceive that teachers also were often silenced by curricula and syllabi that were 

prescriptive and propositional. I saw then that through doing this study I was changing 

that situation for myself and possibly for others. I came to see that the micro practice in 

my classroom had potential for change at a larger macro societal level. 

¶ Did I identify my concerns?  

Yes. I articulated my values of care, freedom and justice, and saw how I was not living 

in the direction of these values and how, despite rhetoric to the contrary, what was 

demanded by the curriculum and syllabi of the primary school also contributed to this 

denial of my values. I examined my personal context to identify where these values 

came from and I saw how I had been denied freedom to think and learn in ways that 

were appropriate for me when I was a student. I recognised that systematising the 

education process through managing and controlling it has resulted largely in a 

technical rational approach to the assessment of children, the inspection of teachers and 

schools and the potential overcoming of educational values by industrial commercial 

values (Lynch 2006, McNess et al. 2003, Whitehead 1989a p.3). I saw that within 

bureaucratic systems, people can become units to be controlled and managed. Learning 

to think for oneself, I realised, is a key initial step towards nurturing a more open and 

humane society where social systems such as education can be interrogated and 

challenged. 
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¶ Did I try to think of a possible way forward? 

Yes. Initially I decided to look for ways of introducing more opportunities for dialogue 

in my classroom. I researched and implemented classroom discussion through Thinking 

Time (Donnelly 1994). I looked at what I was learning about my practice and I asked 

myself, óHow do I do it better?ô 

¶ Did I monitor the action by gathering data to show what was happening? 

Yes.  I kept transcripts of all discussions. I kept field notes and a reflective diary and I 

recorded conversations with students, parents, colleagues and observers. I made tape 

and video recordings, and I transcribed considerable amounts. These data can be found 

in my appendices and data archive. 

¶ Did I evaluate progress by establishing procedures for making judgements 

about what was happening? 

Yes. After doing Thinking Time for a few years I saw that while it certainly helped to 

encourage dialogue and thinking as well as engendering a sense of cohesion and trust in 

my classroom, I began to develop my practice by asking more critical questions and 

pushing for higher-order thinking without taking away control from the children. I saw 

too that I was changing my pedagogical style within the classroom generally and 

outside of óThinking Timeô sessions to allow for a more dialogical practice.   

I believe that I am showing here how my enquiry was systematic and methodologically 

rigorous (Winter 1989). As noted earlier, this was never a tidy process and involved 

considerable anxiety and frustration. Given that I began writing parts of my research 

report in 2002, correspondence with my supervisor and early writing attempts 

demonstrate that coming to a clear understanding of what my research was about took 

three years. Despite having collected large amounts of data, and having sent many 

thousands of words in written drafts to my supervisor, it is clear that the rigorous 

process I have outlined above took time to conceptualise and take living form. At 

different times I thought I was researching classroom dialogue, educational policy, 

institutional change, technical rationality, issues of domination and control, and feminist 

ideas. These conceptual frameworks all had relevance for my study in relation to its 

values base, yet, while I had read copiously and widely and tried to engage critically 
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with what the various writers had to say, it took a long time to see where my practice 

could be incorporated. It took considerable struggle to move from writing about these 

issues and about my practice. To give a flavour of the struggle, here is an episode of 

email and telephone correspondence that communicates my frequent bouts of despair.    

Following yet another unsuccessful attempt at theorising my practice, I received this 

email from my supervisor. 

I do appreciate what you are saying and I think you are on the right 

track. But, rather than talk about your practice and about critical 

thinking, can you show how you came to be a critical thinker? (RD 

email from J.16-07-05)  

After this exchange I spoke with a critical friend on the phone and explained how 

frustrated I felt, because, while I was certain that I was offering an account of my 

practice from an insider perspective, my supervisor saw that I was still adopting a 

propositional stance.  

Me: Isnôt my practice reflected in what the children are doing and 

saying?  So why is talking about my practice somehow wrong?   

B: look at what youôre doing now in relation to Thinking Time 

etcéwhatôs different?  Why not write about that? 

Me: But Iôve been doing thatéIôve written about all the new learning 

Iôve had since I started to think more criticallyéin fact J says I now 

sound angry and polemical!  But thatôs probably because I feel Iôve been 

hoodwinked for years ï I never realised any of this stuff before. 

B:  Well thatôs new thenéso is that new learning changing any part of 

your practice?  

Me: é Yes, I am more critical of the curriculum and I see how I need to 

somehow encourage the children to begin to ask those questions too.  

Itôs not enough to just do Thinking Timeé thatôs so obvious to me now. 

B: What is so obvious? 

Me: I can show that I do things differently because Iôm different nowé 

é.I am thinking more critically about curriculum, education ï thatôs 

whatôs different!  Me!  (RD conversation with BL 16-07-05) 

At this point I felt I had at last begun to capture a sense of what was at the heart of my 

research. However, still lacking confidence, I needed to be sure that I was correct in 

thinking that I could study my growing critical awareness of what I was doing as a 
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teacher in relation with my students, as well as studying my students in relation to my 

teaching.  The next email exchange went as follows:  

é I would appreciate your advice about a piece of writing, some of 

which you saw during our tutorial in UL. Itôs the piece where I talk 

about teaching children to be critical thinkers as opposed to teaching 

critical thinking. (RD email 17-07-05) 

óMy particular area of interest for this thesis is in the area of teaching 

young children to do critical thinking or, more correctly, encouraging 

them to be critical thinkers. é óteaching critical thinkingô has overtones 

of a transmission pedagogical model whereas óencouraging students to 

be critical thinkersô is more in line with my values because I do not seek 

to indoctrinate but to invite children to think for themselves. é 

Throughout I show how I have now transformed my own thinking and 

have become more critical in that I have developed from being an 

unquestioning follower of rules into a more critical stance.ô (RD excerpt 

from work emailed to J. 17-07-05) 

My supervisorôs reply confirmed for me that I was at last moving closer to the issues 

that were core to my study: 

I think you are moving to the heart of the matter. Your study has 

evolved into how you have made yourself into a critical thinker, how 

you have created your own identity as a critical thinker, rather than only 

teach your children how to do something. é Your study is about your 

own education, your own growth in understanding, as you contributed to 

your children's education, their growth in understanding. (RD email 

reply from J. 17-07-05)  

Given that I began my studies in 2001, it can be seen that I had been slow in grasping 

that what I was really researching was my capacity to know my own educational 

development (Whitehead 1989).  Now it was becoming clearer.    

Developing the capacity to articulate the potential significance of my research 

One of the issues I grappled with when beginning to write this section, was justifying 

why I felt that action research self-study was the most appropriate framework to 

describe and explain my personal living theory of education (Whitehead 1989a). Self-

reflection and the possible confrontation of negative or problematic aspects of oneôs 

practice can be deeply destabilizing, as I have explained. Facing the óexperiencing [of] 

oneself as a living contradictionô (Whitehead 1989a) requires courage and honesty, if 

one is improve oneôs practice.  Balaban (1995) states that ópossibly the most 
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treacherous aspect of teaching occurs when teachers face themselvesô (in Ayers 1995 

p.49) 

Despite being involved in education for over thirty years, I have only now come to 

understand that forms of educational practice can be influenced by the forms of theory 

they engage (McNiff 2005a). My form of educational practice has been influenced by 

the understanding that my epistemology has been informed by my ontological stance. 

However, relinquishing my dependence on the certainty of propositional forms of logic 

for the more unbounded and fluid nature of dialectical logics took courage and struggle, 

because there had been security in relying on othersô thinking. A traditional research 

study would have provided security in the form of clear structure. The freedom to 

develop my own methodology felt destabilising for about three years of my study. For 

almost fifty years of life I had become used to the safety net of prescription: I had been 

told what to think as a child and as a student and even as a teacher. óTeacher-proofô 

manuals and programmes ensured that I had little autonomy about the syllabus of my 

daily schedule. Timetables and bells order my school day. The curriculum and the 

textbooks prescribe what is to be taught. However, I now recognise that there can be 

more tyranny than security in prescription. Freire (1972) describes prescription as óone 

of the basic elements of the relationship between oppressor and oppressedô (pp.23-4). 

The methodology of self-study represents freedom in that there is no prescribed 

ómethodô or design. But for a long time I was reluctant or unable to grasp or celebrate 

that freedom.  

Yet the reluctance was mainly in relation to learning how to develop an explanatory 

framework for my practice, not to developing the practice itself. I paid considerable 

attention to improving my capacity for awareness of my own critical pedagogies. To 

provide data for this improvement in pedagogical practice I refer to the fact that I 

frequently received letters from parents, and evaluations from observers in my 

classroom, that suggest I have an invitational rather than coercive pedagogic style.  

é We have seen a huge improvement in [P]ôs self-confidence, in 

particular, and his Maths (and attitude to same) has come on in leaps and 

bounds. You also opened his eyes to new areas of interest ï history, 

science and even politics spring to mind! (RD extract from end-of-year 

card dated óJune 2006ô; Appendix B.8.c.) 
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Over the years I had often received testimonies from parents that I had óseen their child 

as a personô and óbrought out the best in themô (see Roche 2000b; Appendices B.8.a.ï 

e.). I had never given these comments and letters much thought, other than to feel 

pleased that I had perhaps touched someoneôs life in a positive way. It is only now that I 

see how these testimonies can act as strong evidence, in that they reflect the living 

demonstration of my embodied ontological and pedagogical values.   

This is the first time in five years that E. has actually been happy going 

to school each dayé.  You brought out the best in him and saw him as a 

person in his own right. (Extract from letter from parent 25-06-05) 

You share experience. During my first year out of college I learned more 

and gained more valuable insights into what education is all about from 

working in a partnership with you than I did in my four and a half years 

in college é and the things I learned could not be written down in a text 

book. (Extract from letter from colleague D 22-02-05)  

Thank you for being a very kind teacher. You are not bossy. You make 

school fun. I liked being in your class. (Extract from end-of-year card 

30-06-06)  

The data I have offered here would seem to indicate that I may have tacitly held 

embodied ontological values of seeing myself in relationship with others, while not 

fully understanding that I did so. I have now deliberately developed dialogical 

pedagogies because, through researching theories of the Other (Buber 1965, Benhabib 

1987, Bohm 1987, 1998, 2004; Derrida 1964, 1978; Habermas 2001), I see now that 

dialogical practices are more harmonious with my ontological stance.  For example 

when I relate to my students socially in ordinary conversation, which Noddings (2002) 

deems as essential to educative practice, óthe very heart of moral educationô (p.126), I 

believe I am engaging in a form of practice that recognises the other as an equal, as one-

in-relation with me.  

From my rigorous methodological processes, I am now claiming that I have developed 

a deeper understanding of my practice as grounded in educative relationships. This idea 

is drawn from several sources, (e.g. Dewey 1934, Freire 1972, McNiff 2000, 2005b), as 

well as from my own reflections on practice. I view educative relationships as processes 

in which people help each other to grow in terms of their own capacity for independent 

thinking and personal growth, and in which they allow each other to do the same. My 

influence could be seen as being oriented towards helping myself and others, including 

my students and my colleagues, to understand that each of us has the capacity for 
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independence of mind and creativity of spirit. As such the influence that I exercise is 

ultimately aimed at enabling others to be free. My practice of encouraging children to 

exercise their capacity to think for themselves involves helping my students to become 

free of me. An episode that illustrates this emerging freedom occurred as my Senior 

Infant class was about to go home following a discussion on órainbows and realityô that 

had lasted for more than an hour and that had amazed me (and two observers) in its 

intensity and depth.  

 

As he put on his coat 5 year old Eo said óGuess what, Teacher, I am 

going home with just so many questions in my head!ô  I said that I 

thought that was good: after all, óThatôs what school is for ï asking 

questions and thinking about possible answers.ô Ao, also 5, then said, 

óand if you go home with a question and you get an answer to your 

question, you can always question the answer.ô (RD 27-02-04; full 

transcript in Appendix C.5.) 

This last comment is, perhaps, the most significant piece of data in my research. 

Questioning the answer has become a normal practice in my classrooms. I question 

answers and the children question answers. In the course of our discussions the children 

frequently disagree with me and explain why. My data excerpts (below) bear this out. 

 óI think that willpower is just something that you need to do and youôre 

trying to do it, so Teacher, you could be right or you could be wrong.ô 

(P)    (RD from video of Frog and Toadôs óWillpowerô 26-04-06). 

óI disagree with Teacher because it mightnôt look funny on someone 

else: it might only look funny on him.ô (D) 

 óI disagree with Teacher because the story said ñyou look funny in the 

swimsuitò, not ñthe swimsuit looks funny on youò.ô (DB) (RD from 

video of The Swimsuit (Lobel 1992) 22-05-06) (Video Link: I disagree 

with Teacheré). 

I want to return to the idea of testing my claims to knowledge, to establish their validity. 

I agree with Whitehead that 

Questions of validity are fundamentally important in all research which is 

concerned with the generation and testing of theory.                           

                                                                                        (Whitehead 1989b p.47)  

A number of writers indicate the importance of establishing the validity of research 

claims. McNiff and Whitehead (2006) state that producing evidence is óa rigorous 

process which involves making a claim to knowledge, establishing criteria and 

VideoClips/Chap2_Clip_03.wmv
VideoClips/Chap2_Clip_03.wmv
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standards of judgement, selecting data and generating evidenceô (p.148). According to 

Bullough and Pinnegar (2001), increasing the quality and validity of self-study means 

paying attention to and making public the ways that one constructs representations of 

research and the processes by which one aims to establish its validity. Lomax (1994) 

suggested that validity in action research is about being able to make a reasonable case 

for oneôs research claims before an educated audience of peers.  She identifies nine 

criteria that she considers to be necessary qualities of educational research (p.14): 

¶ It is always tentative 

¶ It has an ethical dimension 

¶ It is self-developing 

¶ It is practical 

¶ It is authentic 

¶ It is democratic 

¶ It has rigour 

¶ It is holistic 

¶ It is influential 

Hartog (2004) used these nine criteria as a framework for the development of standards 

of judgement against which she tested her claim to knowledge (pp.81-2). When 

Whitehead (1989a) argued the case for practitioners to study the development of their 

own learning he said that óresearchers need to know what to use as the unit of appraisal 

and the standards of judgement in order to test a claim to educational knowledgeô and 

he suggested that óthe unit of appraisal is the individual's claim to know his or her 

educational developmentô (p.3). In more recent work (Whitehead 2004a) he has 

clarified the nature of living standards of judgement for testing the quality of practice-

based research. 

To test the rigour of my methodology and the validity of my claim to knowledge I have 

chosen the two overarching questions below as my principal organising framework in 
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systematising the process of how I have come to know my own educational 

development: 

¶ In relation to my claim, have I identified the standards of judgement I use to 

establish what counts as evidence for my claim to knowledge and how did I 

arrive at them? 

¶ In relation to my methodology, can I demonstrate that my work is authentic, just 

and trustworthy, and have I made my enquiry methods transparent and subjected 

my claims to my own critique as well as to the critique of others?  

Traditional normative criteria for judging the validity of research methodologies 

suggest that research must, among other qualities, display replicability and 

generalisablity. My study is concerned with the deepening of my understanding and the 

improvement in my learning as well as in my practice: it would be impossible to try to 

generalise from the particularity of my context to a wider general domain. I agree with 

Lomax when she says, 

Generalisation in the sense that an experiment replicated in exactly the same 

controlled conditions will have the same results a second time round seems a 

nonsensical construct in the hurly burly of social interaction. However, I do 

believe it important that action research projects have an application elsewhere, 

and that action researchers are able to communicate their insights to others with 

a useful result.                      

                                                                                              (Lomax 1994 p.118)  

Winter (1989) also suggests that developing criteria from the research process itself 

might be an appropriate strategy for assessing its quality. Whitehead (1989b) makes the 

case for a living theory approach as a form of generalisablity when he says that he 

believes that óeducational theory is being created through the theorising of individuals 

about their own professional practice as they attempt to improve the quality of their 

own and their pupilsô learningô (p.6) and then demonstrates through the website for his 

work at Bath University (http://www.bath.ac.uk/~edsajw/) the extent to which a living 

theory approach has been incorporated into the professional enquiries of many 

practitioners. 

To the extent that a community can be shown to be sharing a form of life in 

their research activities I would say that the approach was generalisable.   

                                                                                          (Whitehead 1989b p.7) 

http://www.bath.ac.uk/~edsajw/
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While the methodology of generating a living theory of practice will be generalisable to 

the extent that through making my account public all can share in the approach to 

enquiry, my particular area of enquiry, which involves the deepening of my own critical 

understanding of my practice, cannot be generalisable.  Neither will my findings be 

replicable because, from year to year I will have changed, and the children I work with 

will be different. I cannot replicate exactly what I do because my actions are never 

taken in isolation from others and need always to be understood in the context of my 

relation with others. Replicability has overtones of prescription. I try not to be 

prescriptive now. My research offers an invitation to others to critique and to test some 

of my ideas for themselves. Thus a possibility can be created for each new practitioner 

to bring something potentially new and unique to the process.  Similarly my practice in 

relation to Thinking Time is offered to others as a form of practice they can shape for 

themselves. For example a colleague who was influenced by my practice now does 

what he calls ófree-thinking timeô with his class: 

Mary has influenced me educationally in a number of ways but 

especially through thinking time.  Iôve observed thinking time in her 

classroom é There was no rigid structure and children participate in 

ófree-thinkingô [with]  no pressure to give a right answer é they were 

very at ease. The childôs opinion on a topic was given equal status to that 

of the teacher é  

é The best example of free thinking I experienced in my class was 

when a child who was a cardiac baby [sic] was asked who she thought 

invented time.  She said óI think doctors invented time. They gave me 

more time to live when I was a baby.ô (RD extract from JMôs letter 24-

02-05; full letter in Appendix B.1.a.) 

In testing my claim against the standards of judgement I have drawn from my values, I 

do not rely just on my own interpretation of what is taking place, but through relating 

my practice and emerging theory to the literatures I also test my ideas against the ideas 

of others in the field as well as against the critique of colleagues. I therefore make these 

kinds of claims: 

¶ I claim that I have reconceptualised my practice and come to a deeper 

understanding of the processes of education in which my practice is 

conceptualised   
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¶ I claim that I now know that I cannot teach ócritical thinkingô but rather have to 

develop my capacity for thinking critically so as to encourage others to think for 

themselves  

¶ I claim that I ground this understanding and my practice in my ontological 

values of care, freedom and justice  

¶ I claim that I have improved my practice and transformed my pedagogies so that 

my practice is now more commensurate with my values 

I have generated this knowledge as I have studied my practice in order to improve it.  It 

is new knowledge and óis being put into the public domain for the first time and is 

adding to the public body of knowledgeô (McNiff and Whitehead 2006 p.149).  This is 

my original and scholarly contribution to knowledge in my field. 

This leads me to consider the nature of the standards of judgement I used to assess the 

quality of my practice and my research. Included in the living standards of judgement 

by which I evaluate my claims are: 

¶ Have I adequately articulated my values? 

¶ Is there evidence that I am attempting to live my articulated values in my 

practice? Does my practice evidence values of freedom, care and justice in 

action? 

¶ Is there evidence that I have improved my understanding of the educational 

contexts in which my practice is located? 

¶ Have I problematised and reconceptualised my practice in line with my 

ontological commitments? 

¶ Is there evidence of change in my logics and in my practice over the period of 

the study? 

¶ Is there evidence of an enquiring and critical approach to an educational 

problem? 

¶ Was my enquiry carried out systematically, in an ethical way? 



© Mary Roche 2007 

   81 

¶ Does my account show originality of mind and critical engagement? 

This list may well evolve as I learn more through writing my accounts of practice.   

Ethical considerations: Negotiating permissions and access 

I now need to explain how my research can be understood as ethically sound.  

Prior to commencing my actual research process, I sought and obtained permission 

from all participants to involve them in the research. I issued my ethical statements, and 

I obtained written permission from all parties. (Appendix A.) 

My research focuses on establishing whether I am improving my practice, in terms of 

developing my own capacity for critical thinking, for the purposes of enabling my 

children to develop their capacity for critical thinking. The focus is on me, and involves 

my children as reflectors of my practice. The childrenôs actions could reflect how my 

practice may have been improving, in relation to the improvement in their own critical 

capacities. Consequently, I monitored both myself and my children, and traced the 

concurrent development of critical thinking in myself and in them.  

The first group of children who became research participants was a Junior Infant class. I 

explained to them what I was studying and enlisted their help. I asked them to help me 

to study how I could make myself a better teacher and, especially, how together we 

could investigate how to make our discussions better. I also wrote to each childôs 

parents explaining what I was doing and asked for their permission to allow their 

children to be co-participants in the study (see below). Subsequently with older children 

I negotiated parental permission in writing and requested my students to be active 

participants by inviting them to critique my practice as I tried to improve classroom 

dialogue. I invited them to evaluate transcripts, the methodology of Thinking Time 

practice, and video recordings of discussions (the last both as a class group and in 

conjunction with their parents; Chapter 9 and Appendix B.7.).  

In requesting the consent of parents it was necessary to ensure that all parents saw the 

consent form. This entailed an óactive parental responseô whereby the parent had to sign 

that they were actually conferring on me the right to carry out research with their child. 

(Appendix A.4.) I considered but rejected as a possible strategy the idea of ópassive 

parental consentô (Balen et al. 2006), a strategy sometimes used in school studies where 
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parents receive a notice describing the research and are asked to sign and return the 

form only if they objected to having their child participate (op cit), since I would have 

had no way of knowing if parents had actually seen the forms. Children sometimes go 

to after-school clubs or to a child-minderôs house and do their homework there: parents 

might not always see letters from teachers.  

I also felt that it was critical to my study that my students did not feel coerced either by 

me or by their parents into participating in the research so I went to some pains to 

explain my processes of enquiry to each group of children and to negotiate their consent 

also.  

I sought and was given permission from the Principal and the Board of Management to 

carry out the study in the school.  I also negotiated with my school colleagues that they 

would act as critical friends, observers and evaluators. (Appendix A.6.)   

I negotiated with the school authorities, the children and their parents that I would from 

time to time invite observers into my classroom. These observers would at times be 

asked to evaluate my practice (Appendices B and H), but they would also be colleagues 

who wanted to learn about doing classroom discussion. This latter is because I have a 

special post of responsibility in relation to developing a culture of critical thinking in 

the school and therefore I have to provide professional development for colleagues. The 

opportunity to share and disseminate my work and the potential for influencing the 

education of the social formation of my school as well as my classroom is a welcome 

one, and I have found it more commensurate with my epistemological and ontological 

values to invite others to see for themselves what I do rather than provide prescriptive 

lectures about my work (Appendix B).  I sought and was given permission by both 

children and parents from third classes to include examples of the childrenôs work 

(Appendix A.12). 

Because I wanted to have the opportunity to video tape our classroom discussions from 

time to time, I negotiated permission from the school authorities, the children and their 

parents to record the discussions and also subsequently to show the videos in teaching 

situations. I promised that I would not let the videos out of my possession. This 

presented problems for me subsequently at a conference when a colleague requested to 

video my presentation. I had to refuse on the grounds that I had not negotiated 
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permission for such a scenario from the parents of my students. I have since negotiated 

new permissions which allow for the judicious dissemination of recordings and for CD 

ROMs of classroom discussions to be included with my thesis (Appendices A.4., A.11).  

I have at all times promised to act responsibly and with integrity in relation to the 

protection and the rights to privacy of my students. For this reason I have not named my 

institution and concealed the names of all students and colleagues by referring to them 

by initials. 

I have endeavoured at all stages of the study to ensure that my actions embody an ethic 

of caring. I have kept others abreast with the process of the study and shared drafts of 

written work with colleagues, especially where their voices or influences were included. 

Where I have included conversations with others I have sought their permission to use 

their words. Likewise I have established with all those who have given written 

evaluations that I have their permission to include these in my account. All written 

permissions are contained in my data archive (Appendices A.1. to A.12.). 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have made the case for adopting self-study action research as an 

organising framework for enquiring into my educational development, as I generate my 

living educational theory. In the next two chapters I offer an account of how I began to 

take action to improve what I perceived as a problematic situation. I indicated earlier 

that these chapters offer a narrative account of how I was beginning to develop a critical 

pedagogical practice, as inspired by the literatures I was reading, yet I had still not 

moved into a form of critical practice whereby I actively reflected on what I was doing. 

The next two chapters reveal this focus on action, linked with appropriate literatures. In 

Chapters 6, 7 and 8, I explain how I came to transform this stance by theorising my 

practice as cycles of action-reflection, and really began to develop the capacity for 

critical reflection.  
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Section 2 

 

Explaining my conceptual and literature frameworks 

 

Here I outline my early interventions in my practice. I show how I came to ground my 

conceptual frameworks in my educational values and how these values led me to 

research relevant literatures.  I explain how I identified care, freedom and justice as core 

conditions for the development of critical thinking in my practice. I explore ideas and 

literatures around these values and show how I began to appreciate that my values can 

transform into my living practices. I show how I began to deconstruct concepts and my 

own mental models, and started to frame an understanding that, although I was teaching 

children to think critically, I needed first to engage in the idea of what critique meant. 

This section is organised into two chapters. 
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Chapter 4  

Taking action, engaging with the literature, developing 
conceptual frameworks  

In this chapter I outline how I began to intervene in my practice, both by taking action 

in my classroom, and also by engaging with literatures that informed the development 

of the conceptual frameworks of my research. I explain how I grounded my choice of 

conceptual frameworks in my educational values, and how these values led me to a 

range of literatures that were relevant for my study. As reported, the key values I 

identified as informing my practice were care, freedom and justice.  I recognised them 

as core conditions for the development of pedagogies to explore and support critical 

thinking. I explore ideas around these values, and I show how they later led to my 

further critical engagement with the literatures of critical pedagogy (Chapter 5) and 

with my subsequent interrogation of my propositional stance in reifying the concept of 

critical thinking.  

I further explore what became for me an important issue, in that I began to appreciate 

how values do not remain only as abstract linguistic phenomena, but transform into 

living practices (Raz 2001). This, I believe, is a significant understanding to emerge 

from my study. I also link this understanding with a deeper appreciation of the 

relationship between my values and the development of my critical pedagogies, because 

I began to see how values can be reconceptualised as living practices only when critical 

pedagogies themselves become real as living practices. 

In this chapter, therefore, I focus on how I began to engage with the literatures that 

came to form my main conceptual frameworks and also how these values began to 

emerge as living practices through my developing capacity for critical engagement. 

Values and my early practice 

I think I always grounded my practice in the values of care, freedom and justice, and 

see them as intimately linked with what it means to be human although for a long time I 

did not articulate this.  Noddings (1992) also made a somewhat similar link, when she 
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drew on Heideggerôs (1962) idea that care is inevitable for all aware humans.  Caring 

has been described as a fundamental human capacity that translates into a coherent 

pattern of behaviours in life affirming interpersonal interactions (Iaani 1996, Lin 2001, 

Noddings 1992).  Caring sees the creation of trusting relationships as the foundation for 

building an effective academic and social climate for schooling (Chaskin and Rauner 

1995, Erickson 1993). Lin (2001), citing Noblit, Rogers and McCadden (1995), 

suggests that caring may not be visible or explicit in an educational environment óyet it 

guides the interactions and organization of schools and classroomsô (p.2).  Noddings 

argues throughout her work that authentic human liberation and social justice can be 

achieved by ócaring people in caring communitiesô (Bergman 2004, p.151).  Noddings 

(1992) also suggests that the need to be cared for is a universal human need, if we are to 

grow and arrive at some level of acceptability in our culture and community.  

The value of care has frequently been linked with the values of freedom and justice.  

Held (1995), for example, states that an ethic of care is based on a view of persons as 

interdependent. She suggests that morality should address issues of the caring and 

empathetic nature of human interrelationships.  She argues against Rawlsôs (1971) 

theory of justice that sees people as solitary rational agents and suggests that a possible 

way of linking care and justice is to  

é think of justice as setting moral minimums beneath which we ought not to 

fall, or absolute constraints within which we may pursue our different goals, 

whereas care deals with questions of the good life or of human values over and 

above the obligatory minimums of justice.  

                                                                                                      (Held 1995 p.3) 

At this point, however, I will discuss the values of care, freedom and justice as separate 

though interlinked, for purposes of analysis. I will later synthesise them within stories 

of my living practice. 

My value of care 

As well as arguing for the need for caring practices, Noddings also introduces the idea 

of obligation (1984b) as a feature of a caring practice, an idea with which I agree. My 

understanding of care then is not only one of óI oughtô, which has its roots in duty 

towards the other, but also one of óI careô in which one encounters (Buber 1965) the 

humanity of the other. Noddings (1984b) goes on to say that our inclination towards 

morality derives from caring. 
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In caring we accept the natural impulse to act on behalf of the present other. 

We are engrossed in the other. We have received him and feel his pain or 

happiness, but we are not compelled by this impulse. We have a choice; we 

may accept what we feel, or we may reject it.  

                                                          (Noddings 1984b, cited in Held 1995 p.13) 

Bergman (2004) also maintains that because the self is in relation, all acts of caring are 

characterised by give and take. He uses the example of a teacher suggesting a new 

approach to solving a maths problem to a frustrated student, who entertains and tries out 

the new ideas. óThe need is met, the caring offered by the carer is completed in the 

cared-for, and the caring relationship is established, maintained or enhancedô (Bergman 

2004 p.152).  

Noddings further suggests that dialogue plays an important role in caring educational 

contexts, óin a common search for understanding, empathy or appreciationô and that it 

óbuilds up a substantial knowledge of one another that serves to guide our caring 

responsesô (Noddings 1992 p.23).  

So the idea of linking variously the values of care, freedom and justice appears to be 

well established in the literatures. It has been especially developed in the work of Baier 

(1995), Gilligan (1982, 1995); Held (1993, 1995); Noddings (1984a, 1984b, 1991, 

1992); Ruddick (1995) etc. 

Whatôs new, then, in my study? Quite early in my studies, and especially inspired by 

the critical conversations I enjoyed with my study group, I began to question the idea of 

how the dominant literatures communicated values as abstract linguistic phenomena 

rather than as living practices. My understanding is that values need to transform into 

lived practices if they are to have meaning in the social world (Raz 2001). They need to 

be examined from the perspective of seeing others as óconcrete othersô (Benhabib 

1987). I understand ócare for othersô as ócare for real othersô. Similarly I relate the term 

ójusticeô to concrete rather than generalised others. I do not see justice as embodied in 

abstract principles so much as in embodied practices. Consequently, the form of justice 

that I try to practise is a caring form in which I endeavour to see others, such as my 

students, as real concrete beings with whom I am in relation.  

I believe I always practised in a manner that could be described as a caring form of 

justice, so that my practice becomes an embodiment of my ontological values. I offer 

some vignettes from practice here to show why I believe I am justified in saying so.  
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Demonstrating caring justice and freedom in practice ï Côs story 

In November 2001 I began teaching a class of 27 mixed gender Junior Infants. The 

children were well-behaved, and, apart from one child, C, they sat attentively at their 

tables. Generally they were adept at ówritingô activities. C, however, seemed not able to 

sit still. He appeared to hate fine motor activities and whenever they began, he would 

walk about, open cupboards, and act in a mildly disruptive way.   

I felt that all he needed was more time to settle down, probably from a sense of 

compassion and care for the little boy who I felt was not being deliberately wilful or 

naughty. I introduced the class to Thinking Time, and, following a story from Fisher 

(1996) about a bonny baby contest in the jungle, I asked the children for their thoughts 

about beauty.   

Each child said beauty was something visual. C prowled about as usual, 

but was obviously listening to what the others said, because he suddenly 

sat into the circle and said, óI actually know what the most beautiful 

sound in the world isô and he proceeded to tell me that it was the sound 

of a Mummyôs voice if a child were lost in a forest. (RD 19-12-01)   

I was moved by what he said and by his earnestness, and I believe I communicated that 

to him without making any overt value judgement. In Thinking Time, I try to refrain 

from passing any comments that place me in too much of a teacher or authority role, 

preferring to participate at the level of person-in-the-circle. I felt that he knew I was 

moved and that I was pleased he had joined the group. This episode marked a kind of 

watershed for C, because after that he regularly joined in. He showed that he had 

considerable verbal reasoning skills and became a consistent contributor to discussions. 

Demonstrating caring justice and freedom in practice ï Aôs story 

In my next Junior Infant class (September 2002 to June 2003), I had a similar student, 

A.  A was also restless, but unlike C he showed it in noisy and assertive ways. He too 

seemed to hate pencil activities. He disrupted other childrenôs work causing them to 

complain. I began to suspect that he had some attention disorder. As before, I 

introduced Thinking Time. The topic, óWhat would happen if you left your teddy out in 

the rain?ô, was based on an activity suggested by oral language development cards, 

which, as part of the English syllabus, had the aim of developing the childrenôs 
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competency to use words to describe ówetnessô.  However the dialogue went far 

beyond.  

R: Your teddy might get robbed if you left it out all night. 

 A: Well anyway, I know how to catch a robber. See, you dig a hole, 

right? And you put a blanket over it and then put some dirt on the 

blanket and the robber wonôt see it and heôll step on it and fall into the 

hole.  That way youôll get your teddy back and then you could call the 

police and theyôd take him away. 

C: Yes and while the robber is down the hole the foot cutter might come 

along and cut off his feet and stop him from running away! 

E: The foot cutter?  Donôt you mean the woodcutter? 

C: No! This is a new guy that Iôve just invented and heôs called the 

footcutter.  (RD 16-02-03)  

A contributed several more times to the discussion and clearly enjoyed himself. At the 

end he asked, óWhen can we do that again?ô Over the next few sessions A spoke 

frequently and articulately and became fully engaged in the discussion circle. As I grew 

to know him better, I realised that school regimes simply had not suited A.  He was 

intelligent and proud, and possibly felt a sense of failure because of his lack of fine 

motor skills. His coping strategy appeared to take the form of developing avoidance 

strategies. Thinking Time gave him the opportunity to demonstrate his excellence in 

talking and thinking.   

I deliberately developed strategies that would encourage caring and just behaviours. I 

introduced the children gradually to the language of óI agree with X because é and I 

disagree with X because éô. This seemed to pay off in Aôs case. Children began to 

affirm him with comments such as óA, I think youôre really good at talkingô (RD 05-03-

03), and he began to settle down even more. Meanwhile with a larger triangular pencil 

and rubber grip, and plenty of opportunities to scribble, gradually his fine-motor skills 

improved.  

Côs and Aôs stories as reflective learning opportunities 

I have selected these two episodes because I believe that they were significant learning 

experiences for me. In Côs situation, I realised that the conventions of a junior infant 

classroom seemed to place extraordinary emphasis on conforming and compliant 

behaviour. Children who exhibit these qualities are often deemed to be ógoodô children. 
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The comments left by the teacher previous to me showed that. C had been described as 

ómessyô and disruptive. In my research diary (21-11-01) I wrote:   

There was no reference to him being intelligent, articulate, logical, and 

witty or a good listener. é He exhibited keen critical thinking abilities 

and he questioned a lot.  At four and a half years of age, and the 

youngest child in the class he wanted answers to several critical 

questions: why we had to do homework; why children had to go to 

school at all after they learned to read; why we couldnôt do more stuff 

outdoors; why we couldnôt do harder science; why we had to spend so 

long at rhymes, why everybody in the school had to wear blue except the 

grownups.  If I gave him an answer that made sense to him he accepted 

it; if not he stared at me and said óYeah. OKô and walked away, clearly 

disgruntled. (RD 21-11-01)   

I found myself questioning systemic norms even more because of him and I found 

myself critiquing my own practice. I was by now looked for pedagogies to support the 

kind of enquiring mind that C had. I had a computer in the class and I found some 

software that gave him an opportunity to think critically about science and maths. I gave 

the children opportunities to develop ways of learning through enquiry. A video clip 

shows children working collaboratively in groups enjoying activities such as bridge 

building, dressing up, working out Maths problems with construction toys, playing with 

water and with a parachute. I devised strategies that had them out of their seats and out 

of doors as much as possible (Video Link: Early school activities).   

Côs critical questions led me not only to examine my teaching practice, but also to 

examine how I understood my values of care, freedom and justice, in relation to the 

literatures that I was now accessing. I saw that in order to prioritise these values in my 

practice, relationships involving trust, good cheer, equality, peace and compatibility 

(Noddings 2002) mattered. Noddings (op cit) suggests that those kinds of human and 

caring qualities matter in a community such as the community of a classroom. I also 

began to see that I could not continue to conceptualise values only as abstract linguistic 

phenomena, and needed to make the critical shift to seeing values as concrete practices, 

conducted with concrete others.  

Consequently, my living practice took a turn, for the better I think. One of the aims of 

my study was to establish a critical community of enquiry. A sense of community, I 

reasoned, was built on trust and mutual respect, and would include Bohmôs (1998, 

2004) óspirit of dialogueô. Through Côs persistent challenges to óthe way things wereô I 

VideoClips/Chap4_Clip_01.wmv
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was able to transcend my earlier prescriptive self and begin this process. I began to 

differentiate the curriculum so as to give him access to a computer to work on science 

software, extra non-fiction reading material appropriate to his age and plenty of 

opportunities to display and develop his verbal reasoning abilities. His parents 

confirmed that he was happy: 

We really appreciate the way you have tried so hard to help C fit in.  We 

are grateful that you looked beyond his prickly exterior and saw the fine 

little fellow inside. (RD excerpt from letter from AON 22-05-02) 

When I think about my actions, I realise that it was my regard for C and my values of 

care that influenced me. I did not force him to conform: I respected him and he 

responded well to that care and respect. In recognising the inevitable otherness of each 

person (Derrida 1978, Levinas 1989) I put a lot of emphasis on what Noddings (2002) 

calls óreceptive attentionô, to signify what she calls the act of attention to the other that 

results in being engrossed by them. For Noddings (1984a), a call to care for others 

involves an act of transcendence. It means, for me, that I must transcend my own needs 

for, perhaps, order and quiet, in order to meet the needs of those for whom I care; it 

means that I must learn to accommodate children who do not wish to speak, or who 

cannot participate in the circle (Chapters 7 and 8): it means that I step out of myself 

towards others. In the state of care, Noddings says, there is invariably a ódisplacement 

of interest from my own reality to the reality of the otherô (Noddings 1984a p.14). In 

this displacement of self-interest, there is also a displacement of being. We become 

óengrossedô, larger than our ordinary selves:  

I receive the other into myself, and I see and feel with the other. I become a 

duality . . .  The seeing and feeling are mine, but only partly and temporarily 

mine, as on loan to me.  

                                                                                          (Noddings 1984a p.30) 

Care, according to Noddings is a gift in two senses. It is something one gives to another. 

Yet, in another sense, it entails something far more than this. It involves the gift of 

being able to see the infinite beauty and uniqueness of the other as a complete human 

being equal to ourselves. 

From reflecting on my own reconceptualisation of my values, and their transformation 

into living practices, I am now able to show how I can incorporate propositional forms 
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within living forms (Whitehead and McNiff 2006), in the development of my own 

inclusional practices.   

My value of freedom 

The value of freedom is usually presented as an abstract concept in the dominant 

literatures: I have now begun to appreciate it as a living practice that incorporates 

insights from the abstract conceptualisations. My study is about how, in my classroom, 

and drawing on the ideas of Berlin (1969), I try to exercise my positive freedom to 

teach in ways that are caring, supportive, and encouraging of my studentsô efforts to 

become critically aware. For example, I have encouraged my students to think for 

themselves in regard to their aesthetic responses to art. As well as providing 

opportunities for creative self-expression through a variety of art media, I use a data 

projector connected to a computer that is linked to the internet and the children can 

explore the biographical facts of artistsô lives while also appreciating their work.  They 

can visit óvirtualô galleries.  I also introduce them to living artists and bring them to real 

galleries, where they can look at and respond to art in ways that are appropriate for 

themselves. I have encouraged children to respond to music through drawing, painting, 

acting, dancing writing, as well as verbally (see Figure 4.1below; Appendices E.1.ï 

E.4.). 

Rôs mother wanted to know what the name of the piece of music was 

that made him want to dance and roar like a monster. (It was Griegôs 

óHall of the Mountain King.ô)  

J said óthat music feels like it needs a bit of ballet attached to it.ô (The 

music she referred to was Saint-Sa±nsô óSwanô from Carnival of the 

Animals.) 

I played Gasparyanôs (2005) óA cool wind is blowingô and asked the 

children to respond by drawing and writing what they felt:  

A said óthis music reminds me of Pirates of the Caribbean: the curse of 

the Black Pearlô.  In my head I think of the devastation and the dead 

people in itô. 

CaD said it reminded her of óswans on a lake and birds flying for the 

winter.ô 

CD said it reminded her of óa scene after a battle when thereôs all smoke 

and people are going around looking for dead bodiesô. 

J said it reminded her of ostriches sweating in a very hot desert. (RD 05-

12-06; Appendix E.1.) (Video Link: responding to music). 

VideoClips/Chap4_Clip_02.wmv
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Figure 4-1: Video still of Jôs ósweating ostrichesô picture 

When I presented this particular óresponding to musicô activity, I did not tell the 

children what to think or what the music reminded me of. My studentsô freedom to 

learn in their own way contrasts strongly with the way I was educated, when I was told 

what to think, even in secondary school. We had Coleôs Notes (e.g.1968) on 

Shakespeare, which analysed and interpreted the plays for us. We had a book of pieces 

of prose with comprehension exercises, and the English teacher wrote interpretations of 

poetry for us which we copied and learned off.  Similarly, in Thinking Time I 

encourage my students to exercise their freedom to think for themselves. When I 

showed some Thinking Time videos to parents of my students, Kôs father was reminded 

of his own schooldays: 

I am so heartened to see my daughter thinking her way through 

literature, albeit only a childrenôs story. I wish we had been allowed to 

do that in school: we were told the way we should think about stuff.   

We had those stripy Shakespeare notes and we had to learn the stuff off 

by heart. What a waste! (RD evaluation by PL 05-05-06; Appendix 

B.7.b.) 

By exercising my positive freedom and critical faculties in providing dialogical 

pedagogies that support my educational values, I understand that my students will 

benefit from their negative freedom ï freedom from prescriptive pedagogies that may 

close down opportunities to critique. Because I believe that freedom of thought and 

speech are among the basic goods of humanity, then the denial of such freedom is, to 

me, a denial of justice and a negation of care; and this situation again represents my 
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concern about myself as a living contradiction when my values are denied in my 

practice. 

I believe my research to be important within the context of dominant forms of abstract 

conceptualisations and prescriptive pedagogies. The 1999 Primary School Curriculum 

Introduction states, on p 15 that:  

The ability to think critically, to apply learning and to develop flexibility and 

creativity are also important factors in the success of the childôs life. The 

curriculum places a particular emphasis on promoting these skills and abilities 

so that children may cope successfully with change. 

                                                  (Government of Ireland 1999 Introduction p.15) 

It also states that one of its specific aims is:  

To enable children to come to an understanding of the world through the 

acquisition of knowledge, concepts, skills and attitudes and the ability to think 

critically. 

                                                                                                            (op cit p.34)  

There are several references throughout the documents to the importance of children 

thinking critically (see for example SPHE documents for 5th and 6th classes under the 

strand unit ómedia educationô). I will show in Chapter 8 how my students demonstrate 

their critical capacities ï as they critique, for example, the hegemony of globalised fast-

food industries.   

[the child should be enabled to] become increasingly critical and discerning in 

his/her own attitude to advertising and the techniques used to promote 

products, life-styles and ideas.  

                                          (Government of Ireland 1999 SPHE curriculum p.66) 

Exemplar 19 in the SPHE curriculum teacher guidelines (Government of Ireland 1999 

p.83) advocates seating the children in a circle for discussions. However, I was unable 

to find in the curriculum documents any recognition of the need for teachers to be 

critically aware as they seek to fulfil the aims and objectives relating to teaching 

children to be critical. While there is no overt denial of the right to freedom of thought 

in Irish primary schools, I believe that there is a dearth of opportunities to develop the 

skills of critical engagement, and a corresponding lack of opportunities for freedom of 

speech, because of an emphasis on traditional epistemologies and didactic pedagogies. 

This is borne out in a range of research reports including Murphy (2004), Greaney and 

Close (1989), and the Chief Inspectorôs Report (Government of Ireland 2005b). From 

these studies, it would appear that whole class instruction, involving dominant teacher 
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talk, is still prevalent in many Irish classrooms. There is nothing new here. Wragg 

(1973) observed student teachers talking for 73% ï 81% of the time in their secondary 

school classrooms; Galton et al. (1980) found that in primary classrooms teachers spoke 

for 60% or more of the time ï three quarters of it in propositional statements and the 

rest in follow-up questioning.  Walker and Adelman (1975), and Edwards and Furlong 

(1978) found that many classrooms follow the general rule of teachers talking for two 

thirds of the time and, furthermore, that not all the pupils hear what teachers have to 

say. Goodlad (1984) found that not even 1% of the instruction time in American high 

schools was devoted to discussion that required ósome kind of open response involving 

reasoning or perhaps an opinion from studentsô and he noted that óan extraordinary 

degree of student passivity stands outô (p.229).  

Reid (1978) suggests that 

Teachers not only monopolise classroom talk, they also control it in ways that 

from others in school would be regarded as rude and unacceptable. They 

typically ask questions to which they already have the answers and check up on 

and interrogate pupils almost constantly. They consistently state and impose on 

their pupils their definitions of order, discipline, knowledge, and ability. 

                                                                                                 (Reid 1978 p.112)   

My practice is not like this now. Instead I endeavour to realise my values as my living 

practice, as illustrated in Figures 4.2, 4.3 below.  

     

Figure 4-2: Photo of student in dialogue with self 
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Figure 4-3: Photos of students in dialogue with others 
  

By providing my students with opportunities to engage others in dialogue or to stand in 

dialogue with themselves as they ponder, for example, which colours to put into a 

picture (as in Figure 4.2 above), I believe I am providing them with what Von 

Glasersfeld (1996) said was the means to undermine a part of the traditional view of the 

world. He maintained that our knowledge can never be interpreted as a representation of 

that real world, but only as a key that unlocks possible paths for us. Von Glasersfeld (op 

cit) believed that individual knowledge is in a state of constant re-evaluation through 

adapting and evolving. To me this is a closer match to what I am trying to do in my 

classroom. óUnlocking possible pathsô is to me a freer, fairer and more caring form of 

education than lecturing students about someone elseôs knowledge and reinforcing the 

lecture with repetition and consolidation.  

My value of justice 

I outline how I believe justice also needs to be understood as a living practice, and I 

relate my understanding to the contexts of Irish education.  

The focus on propositional forms has led to some interesting contradictions. Although 

the language of the 1971 and 1999 Irish Primary School curricular documents 

(Government of Ireland 1971, 1999) stress a child-centred and hermeneutic approach to 

education, reports such as Eivers et al. (2005) express concern about óprescriptive 

pedagogiesô and recommend ógreater emphasis on oral language activitiesô (p.28). 

Dominant didacticism is not only inconsistent with the principles of the curriculum, but 

is also unjust in that it is a denial of childrenôs capacity to think for themselves and a 

negation of their right to express themselves. This right is enshrined in the United 
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Nations Charter of Childrenôs Rights and was ratified in 1992 by the Irish Government 

(Ireland 2000). Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(cited in National Childrenôs Strategy document, Government of Ireland 2000 p.30), 

emphasises that 

State Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own 

views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, 

the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and 

maturity of the child.  

                                                                      (Government of Ireland 2000 p.30)  

The document also states that a ónational goalô will be that óchildren will have a voiceô 

(op cit p.29) and continues:  

Giving children a voice means: Encouraging them to express their views and 

demonstrating a willingness to take those views seriously.  

                                                                                                           (op cit p.30) 

I suggest that much of what passes for ógiving children a voiceô is tokenism and 

decoration (Hart 1992). There is no evidence in the National Childrenôs Strategy of any 

research that shows the living practice of giving children a voice. Instead there are 

propositional statements such as óchildren appreciate and rise to challenges which 

stretch their capabilities and enable them to feel valued and appreciatedô (Government 

of Ireland 2000 p.30) or rhetoric such as óexperience has shown that giving children a 

voice helps to protect them from abuseô (ibid).  

The National Childrenôs Strategy document can therefore be seen as an example of 

what Benhabib (1987) holds as the concept of generalising others. I do not adopt this 

stance. My practice is located in the reality of my relations with concrete others, with 

real children like A and C and E (see below). It is easy to advocate theoretically and 

aspirationally for justice for generalised others; it is more problematic when there are 

real concrete others involved in real concrete situations. That is when oneôs ontological 

values are called upon in order to decide how to act. This is why I have sought to 

provide opportunities for my students to engage in dialogue and to learn in ways that 

are appropriate for different learnersô styles.  It also influenced my decision to include 

several pictures and a CD of videoed discussions and classroom episodes with this 

document.  I did so in order to allow something of the concreteness and órealnessô of the 

individual children to shine through. 
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There is no question but that the values that inform the National Childrenôs Strategy 

(Government of Ireland 2000) are based in an acceptance of the rights of children; 

however, there is less urgency to implement these rights, I believe, when they are 

founded on rights for children as abstract generalised others. My values of freedom and 

justice are centred on my concern that an education that denies the capacity of children 

such as A and C in Junior Infants (see Chapter 6), Er in Senior Infants (see Chapter 7), 

and E in 3rd class (see Chapter 9), to think for themselves and to demonstrate their 

abundant gifts and abilities, is unjust and uncaring. An element of óI oughtô (Noddings 

1984a) is present therefore. Because I am their teacher, with what I believe is a moral 

obligation to try to provide the children with the best education possible, then I have a 

moral responsibility to examine my values keenly and seek to live towards them. Thus 

my practice of providing dialogical learning opportunities for my students, such as I 

recount in this thesis, is informed by my values.  

Furthermore, I believe that, by transforming my values into my living practices, I have 

succeeded in rendering the incommensurable commensurable, as Berlin has maintained 

(Berlin 1969, Gray 1996). Berlin regarded values as human creations (see Cherniss and 

Hardy 2005) and, from his explorations of the idea of value pluralism, he saw that 

within values as well as between values there could be conflicts or even 

incommensurables. Gray (1996) states that what Berlin meant by value pluralism was 

that ultimately human values are objective but irreducibly diverse, that óthey are 

conflicting and often uncombinable, and that sometimes when they come into conflict 

with one another they are incommensurableô (p.2).  However, I believe that values such 

as justice and freedom are not necessarily mutually exclusive within the context of my 

efforts to establish a living practice of a just and caring critical community of enquiry in 

my classroom and institution.  

Thus I show that, when I intervened in my practice of teaching Junior Infants in order to 

develop opportunities for children like A and C to demonstrate their innate capacities 

for critique, I understand that I was living to my value of care and justice. I do not see 

care, freedom and justice as separate substantive issues, but as integrated within a 

caring practice that focuses on enabling all to be freely involved in their own learning. 

When I provided opportunities for creative learning experiences for E (see Chapter 9) I 

understand my practice as showing care. When I facilitate weekly classroom 
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discussions where my students are encouraged to think critically and creatively and 

dialogue with their peers I am opening up possibilities for children to be more than they 

are. I said earlier that the notion of obligation as outlined in the work of Noddings 

(1984a) is linked with my idea of caring. Because I felt that I ómust do somethingô in 

response to my concern about the dearth of opportunities for children to exercise their 

voice and their capacity for original thought, I am placing a value on the obligation I 

feel to help my students. When I made changes to my classroom management and to 

my teaching to accommodate the different styles of learning and conforming for 

children like A and C, I believe that I demonstrated that I was trying to meet the 

emotional as well as the academic needs of my students and that they responded well in 

turn to feeling cared for. I have evidence for this claim, both in my own research journal 

and also in the form of letters from observers and from the childrenôs parents. 

You greet each child and have a word with each mother.  How 

democratic!  (RD 09-06-03 comment by RH visiting educationalist) 

You speak very kindly to the childrené you seem to be able to make 

them feel that what they have to say matters. (RD 02-11-05: comment 

by COôC following the viewing of videoed classroom discussion.) 

In such seemingly simple and everyday acts of caring, says Bergman (2004 p.152), 

much is at stake besides the immediate need being addressed ï the carerôs sense of 

herself as a caring person, the cared-forôs sense of trust in the world as a safe and 

reliable place, and of herself as a centre of value worthy to be cared for. In the act of 

giving and receiving care, the self of each person is confirmed.  

Teacher, youôre a very kind woman. (A comment by D RD 12-12-06) 

Thank you for a wonderful day (CTôs parting comment as she leaves 

each day Sept-Dec 2006) 

I drew this picture for you because I think youôre a very kind teacher. 

(KT and I in conversation about his picture) (Figure 4.4 below and 

Video Link: Talking withé)  (repeat) 

VideoClips/Chap2_Clip_01.wmv
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Figure 4-4: Video still KT shows me his picture 

Selves are not born, Noddings argues (2002 p.98); they are continuously being 

constructed through encounters of all kinds. It was through care and respect that I saw 

that C and A needed a different kind of syllabus. Ultimately, it was through dialogue 

that the children were able to demonstrate their capacity for independent thinking, and it 

was through what Fine and Weis (2003) call óextraordinary conversationsô that I got to 

know the children.    

Other teachers have also attested to this aspect of classroom discussion. On 02-10-06 a 

colleague from another school who does classroom discussions weekly with her class of 

11 and 12 year old girls told me of how she felt that, because of her discussions with her 

students, not only did she learn to see them as individuals, but they also began to 

recognise and óencounterô her.  She wrote: 

The empathy engendered by Maryôs version of classroom discussion 

permeates the childrenôs way of being with others and colours their 

inter-personal relationships at class and whole-school level é I feel the 

girls learn self-respect and respect for others, and learn to see me as a 

human being, capable of feelings, as opposed to just a óteacherô. (RD 

excerpt from written evaluation by MOôS 02-10-06; Appendix B.2.)  

In Côs case I felt I got to know him when he said that he óactually knewô what the most 

beautiful sound in the world is and proceeded to tell me that it was  

é when óyouôre all alone in the deep dark forest and thereôs all noises 

around and suddenly you hear a voice saying ñC: itôs Mummy: Iôm over 

hereòé.Thatôs the most beautiful sound in the world!ô (RD 19-12-01)   
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In Aôs case it was when he presented his theory of catching robbers (see Chapter 6). 

When Sh explained what he thought ócommonersô were, and M told me about the 

ósmellô of the ladybirds in his garden and J explained about spiders eating their own 

webs for óa bit of nourishmentô and E told me about his cat making plans and Ao told 

me that when you get an answer you can always question the answer (Chapter 7), I got 

to know these children as the warm lovable caring people with whom I love working.    

Noddings (1998) suggests that care theorists agree with Socrates that education must 

encourage students to explore their own lives and investigate the great human questions 

that human beings have always asked. She also provides a caveat to Socrates: óCare 

theorists,ô she says, ówould not force students to grapple with the so-called ñeternal 

questionsò. Rather we would invite such conversation and allow students to co-direct 

the line of investigationô (1998 p.191). I believe that this is what I do: I do not tell my 

children what to think. They co-direct the line of enquiry. My research archive and this 

document contain substantial amounts of evidence against which to test this view.  

My understanding of caring is one that is grounded in the intersubjective nature of my 

relationships with my students, a relationship that allows them to be free active social 

players with a voice rather than passive recipients of care. I draw here on the ideas of 

Tronto (1993, 1995) who also advocated the activity of caring as a practice rather than 

as a set of abstract principles to be followed. When I say I care about my students, I 

think again of A and C rather than of abstract students, and this sense of relationship 

strengthens my resolve to show how I hold myself accountable for my work. Like 

Jaggar (1995), I can see that reasoning about care encouraged my personal 

accountability and my individual resistance to oppressive structures. 

I now wish to depart from a discussion about the need to critique dominant 

conceptualisations of values orientations in the literature, and to return to a main 

conceptual framework, as a synthesis of the values of care, freedom and justice, which 

is to do with allowing the individual create themselves, as they wish themselves to be.   

Letting the other óbeô 

Derrida (cited in Noddings 1998 p. 194) speaks about óletting the other ñbeòô, which I 

understand as respecting the other as other. It does not mean mere co-existence. Some 

of the implications for me as a teacher mean living my practice in a way that honours 
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the children as unique human beings who can learn rather than as objects who need to 

be taught. Acknowledging the uniqueness of learners is also one of the principles of the 

curriculum (see Introduction, Government of Ireland 1999 p.8).  óLetting beô does not 

mean ignoring, however, nor does it involve, as Noddings (1998) suggests, óabstaining 

from interventionô (p.194). It neither entails indoctrination through the coercion of 

reward and punishment, nor the imposition of oneôs will on another. It involves 

recognising the other as a ógenuine, unique subject who gazes back at meô (Derrida, in 

Noddings 1998 p. 194) and engaging that other in dialogue. I am not convinced that 

these issues have been fully explored by the compilers of the principles of the 

curriculum. Research into classroom practices such as already cited (Murphy 2004, 

Eivers et al. 2005, Government of Ireland 2005b) would seem to bear this out. To 

achieve a situation in which relationships can develop involves exercising educative 

influence through affirming and dialogical relationships.   

I realised early in my studies that I needed to develop a clearer understanding of the 

nature of dialogue, and I found Bohmôs (1998) insights helpful in enabling me to 

develop appropriate pedagogies.   

The object of a dialogue é is to suspend your opinions and to look at the 

opinions ï to listen to everybodyôs opinions, to suspend them, and to see what 

it all means.  

                                                                                                    (Bohm 1998 p.6)  

The qualities outlined by Bohm here were evident in my circle discussions and the 

children also clearly recognised this aspect of their dialogue themselves (video 

discussion on Thinking Time 24-04-06).  In the video the children can be seen speaking 

to each other and to the group, listening to each otherôs ideas, building on the ideas and 

agreeing and disagreeing with equanimity and delight. A child called W had made what 

the group seems to consider the contentious statement: that Thinking Time was ógood 

for wasting school timeô. Although most children disagree with W, there is good 

humour and no óside-takingô or attempts to change othersô opinion. Towards the end W 

says, óI need to say something.ô The microphone is handed to him and he says,  

I kind of disagree with myself now ôcos é Iôve been thinking about it 

there and we arenôt wasting time ï weôre using time (RD 24-04-06) 

(Video link: I disagree with myself) .  

VideoClips/Chap4_Clip_03.wmv
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An examination of the video shows children smiling at each other and at me, listening 

intently, making eye contact and engaging with ideas. It can be seen that the children 

display no inhibitions about expressing opinions with which I may disagree, which 

seems to demonstrate that they feel a sense of safety and trust in the circle. I can be seen 

at the end ensuring that W has not felt pressured into changing his mind. Mindful of the 

vulnerability he may be feeling in the face of the othersô earlier disagreement with his 

stance, I expressly tell him to ómake sure to think his own thoughtsô. This constitutes 

evidence of the realisation of my embodied values of care and respect for the other, not 

only to let them be, but also to encourage them to be in their own way. 

Letting the other be silent 

Learning to ólet the other beô has also meant that I have learned to respect silence. In 

traditional didactic classrooms, silence is often linked with ónot-knowingô. If a child is 

asked a direct question and remains silent, one might assume that the child does not 

know the answer, or is being defiant or heedless. When children remain silent in our 

discussions, I understand their silence to have a range of meanings. Perhaps they are 

taking the opportunity for creative daydreaming; perhaps that they are thinking deeply. 

H and R, quiet reflective children, frequently said when it is their turn to speak, óCome 

back to me; Iôm still thinking.ô (Video Link: Respecting silence). This video is an 

amalgam of two video clips: in both children can be seen forgetting what they wanted 

to say; choosing to remain silent, passing and later asking for the microphone to be 

returned. It is usual for children to ópassô in the circle as they choose to continue 

grappling with a thought. Sometimes, too, they lose their train of thought and trail off 

into silence. This does not worry them or me: they know that they can interrupt if they 

remember.  

Respecting silence in this way contrasts starkly with my own terror of silence as a child, 

particularly when asked to recite from memory, often using language I did not 

understand. I spent hours at night órecitingô my homework and pestering my parents to 

óaskô me my work. The worry about forgetting the memorised content frequently meant 

that my mind would go blank when asked in school, and I would feel the cold fear that 

preceded a punishment. It is one of the reasons why I never force a child to speak if 

they chose to remain silent. I will never subject a child to the same kind of emotional 

harassment that I endured as a child. 

VideoClips/Chap4_Clip_04.wmv
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When I was at school, we were silent for much of the day, yet were expected to speak 

promptly in response to a direct question. Jaworski (1993 p.169) explains how children 

can be ósocialised into silenceô but that they can liberate themselves from it when they 

grow up. His use of the word óliberateô is interesting, implying to me that silence is seen 

as a confinement from which children free themselves. This may have been true in an 

era when children were expected to be seen and not heard, such as when I was a child, 

but in my current classroom contexts, silence and speech are equally respected, as can 

be seen in the videos I include here as part of my evidential base.  

I have also had to reflect on the importance of my own silence in classroom discussions. 

Fiumara (1990) speaks about the silence of listening as óthe other side of languageô 

(p.4). From being a teacher who relied heavily on verbal skills in a largely didactic 

practice, I have learned to take a back seat as regards speaking in classroom discussion. 

Macdonald (1995, cited in Whitehead and McNiff 2006 p.91) referred to the need for 

the teacher to meet their students óperson-to-person, not status-to-personô (Macdonald 

op cit), and speaks of school settings as opportunities where óthe teacher may hold open 

the world for a childô (Macdonald op cit). By staying silent in classroom discussions as 

much as possible, I can use my silence to hold doors open for my students to find their 

voices and think and speak for themselves. 

My capacity for silence 

The data presented in my videos show that I rarely speak except at the beginning of the 

discussion period. On 06-02-03, A, a Spanish teacher in our school sat in on one of the 

discussions and later wrote an evaluation, in which he said:  

The teacher had also a very important role é [she] had to listen very 

carefully without speaking for a long time (RD excerpt from evaluation 

by A. 12-02-03, Appendix H.6.) 

A also stated that he was astounded by how articulate the children were. He posited that 

this was not a ónormalô lesson. In a ónormalô classroom, óthe childrenôs voices are the 

silent ones.ô (RD 06-02-06). Other observers have also referred to my óinvisibilityô 

during classroom discussions, as in the following comment. 
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Itôs quite amazing watching one of these [discussions] because it seems 

like you disappear into the background and the children run the 

discussion and I think they often even forget youôre there. (RD 

conversation with SH 12-10-06) 

Buber (1965) also spoke about attentive silence. He believed that in an educational 

encounter it is important to enter into the spirit of a dialogue through an attitude of 

respectful attentiveness. This, he suggested, could often be achieved through silence, 

not a hostile silence, but a respectful hope-filled, pregnant silence, in which participants 

are prepared to give the other their full and undivided attention.  

The capacity for empathetic silence, however, has to be considered within contexts of 

institutional power that often serve to enforce silence, rather than nurture dialogue. 

Enforced silence, care and dialogue 

There is a considerable body of literature around the concept of enforced silence. Piercy 

(1971), for example, wrote about óUnlearning to not speakô.  Martin (1994) encouraged 

me to question how women have been marginalised and excluded from educational 

discourses and led me to research writers such as Spender (1980, 1982, 1983). 

Spenderôs work also made me understand how language is frequently organised from a 

male perspective and made me sensitive to how I use language and how I encourage 

children to do so.  I read Held (1993, 1995) whose ideas on justice and care encouraged 

me to rethink what I understood about caring. Through engaging with the literatures, I 

began to see that teaching in a caring way involved relationship and dialogue.   

Buber (1965) explains that óthe relation in education is one of pure dialogueô (p.98). 

Dialogue, for Buber, meant not only speaking and listening, but also receiving each 

other in silence. He referred to it as óthe silver mail of trust é that is the most inward 

achievement of the relation in educationô (Buber 1965 p.98). I understand Buberôs use 

of the word ódialogueô as a form of communion. It does not always need words. Kind 

gestures, a smile, a sense of being respected and valued can also be understood as 

ódialogueô.  

Maxine Greeneôs influence 

My study has also been deeply influenced by the ideas of Maxine Greene. When I first 

read her work (Greene 1978) in 2002, I was instantly enthralled by her belief in the 
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potential of each person and in the need to educate so as to encourage the development 

of this capacity and to ótranscend passivityô (Greene 1978 p.2). Greene argues that  

Talk of participation in policy-making by those affected is heard less and less 

often. Technological expertise has taken over; things are done to people or for 

them; apathy and passivity increase. Uncritical, frequently bored, individuals 

become evermore susceptible to mystification.  

                                                               (Greene 1978 p.1, emphasis in original) 

She argued that unless educators engaged in their own quests for meaning they would 

be unlikely to be able to influence or encourage others to do so. This made sense to me. 

So also does her statement that teachers must be on-going questioners and, through 

questioning, learners.  

The more fully engaged we are in this quest for meaning, the more we can look 

through othersô eyes, the more richly individual we become.  

                                                                                                 (Greene 1978 p.3)  

I can see a strong connection between Greeneôs ideas here with what Derrida (1964) 

wrote about respecting the otherness of the other and letting the other be. Greene (1988) 

led me to try to come to an understanding for myself of what an education for freedom 

entailed. Educating for freedom means, for me, that I must do what I can to encourage 

myself (alongside, and in relation with, my students) to come to an awareness of the 

many points of view there can be, and the multiple ways that exist for interpreting our 

worlds. To be free, I believe, is to be able to think and speak for oneself; to be able to 

engage the world in an ongoing conversation; and to value the power and meaning that 

new points of view bring to the collective search for fulfilment. I was enabled by 

Greene (1978, 1988) to understand that freedom requires a refusal to accede to the 

given, that it entails a reaching for new possibilities and potentials and a resistance to 

the objectification of people. I drew connections between Buberôs (1965) and Freireôs 

ideas about a problem-posing form of education (1972), Derridaôs ideas about allowing 

the other to be (1964), and Deweyôs ideas about reflective thinking (1934). Greene 

enabled me to see the need for such connections: 

The activities that compose learning not only engage us in our own quests for 

answers and for meanings; they also serve to initiate us into the communities of 

scholarship and (if our perspectives widen sufficiently) into the human 

community, in its largest and richest sense é  Teachers who are alienated, 

passive, and unquestioning cannot make such initiations possible for those 

around. Nor can teachers who take the social reality surrounding them for 

granted and simply accede to them.  

                                                                                                  (Greene 1978 p.3) 
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Greeneôs work led me to revisit Dewey (1934): he too emphasised the dangers of 

passivity and ócomplete uniformityô the óroutine and the mechanicalô (Dewey 1934 

p.272). Greene, like Dewey, advocates that education should be aesthetic, encouraging 

ówide-awakenessô (Greene 1988 p.125) rather than óanaestheticô (Dewey 1934 p.272). 

Anaesthetic education, she argues, numbs people and prevents them from reaching out 

and enquiring. 

I am suggesting that there may be an integral relationship between reaching out 

to learn [how] to learn and the ósearchô that involves a pursuit of freedom.   

                                                                                             (Greene 1988 p.124) 

Learning to learn, óunlearning to not speakô, learning to question, to reach out, and to 

draw relationships between my values and my practice, has become a key focus of my 

research and informs my conceptual frameworks. In Chapter 1 I articulated some of my 

values about life and freedom, and about the kind of education I want to be involved in. 

Throughout my research I have set about transforming my values into practice, and I 

have also come to understand how those values have transformed into the living 

standards of judgement whereby I evaluate my practice to see if it is commensurate 

with my values.  

I value others as unique human beings who have an infinite capacity for development. I 

value this quality in myself. This is why Greeneôs work spoke so eloquently to me. I 

recognised in her work and in reading about her life that she appeared to be operating 

from a perspective less grounded in propositional logics than many other educational 

philosophers. Her work inspired me to make the relationship between my values and 

my practice more explicit for myself. Through the work of McNiff (1993, 2000, 2004, 

2005a, 2005b); McNiff et al. (1992), I was given the language to organise my ideas 

more elegantly.  Through the work of Whitehead and McNiff (2006) I came to 

understand more fully the philosophy underpinning the generation of living theory 

through which I was able to make explicit the links between my values, the action I 

took to improve my practice and the standards of judgement I employed to test my 

claims to be realising my values. 

 Linking values, action and standards of judgement 

I have tried to depict the link between values, action and standards of judgement in a 

diagram (Figure 4.5): 
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Figure 4-5: A diagram of my understanding of the link between values, action and standards of 

judgement 

Making this link also enables me to appreciate the transformational relationships 

between dialogue and dialogical ways of knowing. The transformative cycle in that case 

takes the following form:  

¶ I value dialogic pedagogies 

¶ I ask myself questions of the kind, óHow do I improve my practice so as to 

provide opportunities for dialogue?ô   

¶ I find ways of improving my practice: for example I now participate with my 

students in classroom dialogues.   

¶ The questions I ask about my research to establish the validity of my knowledge 

claims develop into my living standards of judgement: óIs there evidence in my 

 

 
1. Reflection on Values 
I value enquiry learning 

4. Further reflection 
Standard of judgement 
Is there evidence in my 
practice that shows that 

I have provided my 
students with ways to 
learn through enquiry?õ 

 
 

3 Action  
I provide my students 
with opportunities to 

question and to exercise 
their capacity to generate 

knowledge for 

themselves 

2 Reflection  
I ask myself questions of 

the sort: How do I 
improve my practice so 
as to live to this value? 
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practice of me living in the direction of my values about dialogue and dialogical 

ways of knowing?ô 

Cultural influences 

To clarify these ideas further, I would like to digress briefly into an account of my early 

schooldays, and show how the cultural influences of that time informed the 

development of the values that informed my decision to pursue this research. Like 

Noddings (1997) who suggests that her professional and academic life developed 

largely as a result of óvarious accidents and awareness of opportunityô (p.166), my 

research also involved some less than happy óaccidentsô as well as some fortuitous 

opportunities.   

The educational values which led me to research how I might teach in ways that honour 

the capacity and right of all for independent thinking were influenced as reported earlier 

by my early schooldays which were dominated by a culture of didactic pedagogies. It 

was schooling in Illichôs (1973) sense of the word.   

Schooling é the production é the marketing of knowledge é draws society 

into the trap of thinking that knowledge is hygienic, pure, respectable, 

deodorized, produced by human heads and amassed in stock. é [people] are 

schooled to believe é that learning is a thing rather than an activity; a thing 

that can be amassed and measured. 

                                                           (Illich 1976, cited in Gajardo 1994 p.715)  

When I was a schoolchild the teacher generally talked at us. I sat and absorbed and tried 

to work out what the teacher wanted so that I could give it to her. Failure to do so would 

result in verbal or physical punishment and humiliation.  I also knew I would have to 

regurgitate the acquired óknowledgeô in exams. This pedagogical model was premised 

on controlling behaviours. My behaviour was less about trying to please and more about 

trying not to displease. Such schooling did not feel just:  it appeared to have more to do 

with the power of the teacher ï and the powerlessness of the child to control her own 

learning environment in any way ï than with education, as I understand the concept 

now.  

My experience was symptomatic of Irish education in the 1950s and 1960s, which can 

be characterised largely as a culture of control and subjugation. I have engaged with 

literatures explaining the values base of Irish education during that period (S. Farren 

1995, T. Brown 2004, Drudy and Lynch 1993) and literatures of power (Danaher et al. 
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2000, Foucault 1980, Peters 2002).  As a result, I now understand that while issues of 

control and subjugation influenced my student life, they also often influenced the lives 

of those who appeared to hold power, such as teachers, who were themselves often 

controlled, according to T. Brown (2004 p.236), by the hegemonic practices of a 

dominant and controlling church-state collaboration.   

At the heart of the system was the National School teacher é Rigidly 

controlled by the Department of Education, these teachers were often 

themselves é a source of that ubiquitous Irish authoritarianism which é was 

to be found in the carefully regulated relationship between church, state and 

National Teacher. 

                                                                                    (T. Brown 2004 pp.236-7) 

 

The patriarchal and authoritarian culture that existed in Ireland at that time (see T. 

Brown 2004, Drudy and Lynch 1983) found it easy to silence teachers, the majority of 

whom were female. This helps to explain to me why, even as a teacher, I remained an 

uncritical receiver of othersô knowledge. Several works support the notion that women 

have been systematically silenced or ówritten outô of the world, particularly the 

academic world (Spender 1982, 1992, 1993; Martin 1985, 1994).  

Martin (1994) explains how a literature has now developed which documents the ways 

in which the intellectual disciplines (history, psychology, literature, the fine arts, 

sociology and biology) are gender biased. The criticism contained in this new body of 

literature, she says, reveals that historically women have typically been excluded from 

the óconversationô (see Martin 1985) that constitutes the history of Western educational 

thought, and that the disciplines fall short of the ideal of epistemological equality, 

including the representation and treatment of women in academic knowledge itself. 

Furthermore, she adds, the disciplines exclude women from their subject matter:  

They distort the female according to the male image of her; and they deny the 

feminine by forcing women into a masculine mould é women are excluded 

both as the subjects and objects of educational thought from the standard texts 

and anthologies: as subjects.  

                                                                                                (Martin 1994 p.35)   

When Martin talks about women being excluded as subjects she suggests that ótheir 

philosophical works on education are ignoredô (op cit p.36) and by being excluded as 

objects of educational thought, she posits that womenôs roles as educators of the young 

are ólargely neglectedô (ibid).   
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This has a threefold significance for my study:  

¶ it provides a deeper understanding of my ontological stance: why 

I am how I am; why my schooling and training were run on the 

patriarchal authoritarian lines that they were; and why (if 

Gilligan (1982) is to be believed), traditionally, male 

propositional logics have come to dominate over more dialectical 

or dialogical logics.   

¶ it has significance for my methodology which redresses the 

traditional practice/theory divide and is grounded in dialectical 

logics.  

¶ it has significance for my pedagogies, in that I wish to contribute 

to the kind of education of my students that encourages them to 

critique taken-for-granted assumptions about the world that 

mean that issues such as gendered bias often go unchallenged.   

I believe that my work, in encouraging children to think, to question and to enter into a 

conversation with each other and with their world, may have the potential to change 

normative educational cultures. I can see some of this potential realised already, as in 

this excerpt about the nature of courage:  

CY, arguing that courage was not something that showed in a personôs 

appearance and was not synonymous with size or physical strength, 

il lustrated his point by suggesting that  

óyou could see this big strong guy and think he looks brave, but then 

something bigger comes along and then heôs really scared and runs away 

screaming like a girl.ô (RD 03-04-06) (Video Link: érun away 

screaming like a girl...). 

In the video clip, one can hear a shocked intake of breath followed by laughter from the 

other children.  Subsequently, the dialogue turns towards discussing whether girls are as 

courageous as boys.  

CM: Well men probably have a teeny bit more courage than women but 

only because they can get them to do things.  Girls are treated like things 

ï they stick them in their underwear [in ads] and throw them on the 

bonnet of a car - just to sell the car!ô (RD 03-04-06)  

VideoClips/Chap4_Clip_05.wmv
VideoClips/Chap4_Clip_05.wmv
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The excerpt demonstrates, I believe, critical awareness of the fact that the children 

understood intuitively that CYôs statement should not go unchallenged, and CM 

demonstrated an awareness of how women can be objectified in marketing strategies. 

By exploring these issues I came to new understandings of the concept of hegemony. 

The concept of hegemony 

T. Brown (2004) referred to the óhegemonic practices of a dominant and controlling 

church-state collaborationô (p.236). I am interested in the concept of hegemony because 

I feel it has relevance for my study at two levels: first, examining the concept helps me 

to understand my own background; second, I want to become more critically aware so 

as to assist my students also to develop critical awareness.  

The Italian political theorist Gramsci (1971) considered hegemony to be the process by 

which dominant power-wielders maintain and hold their power. The key dimension of 

hegemony is the manipulation of public opinion in order to gain public consensus, 

according to Kincheloe (2004).  

When hegemony works best, the public begins to look at dominant ways of 

seeing the world as simply common sense.   

                                                                                           (Kincheloe 2004 p.65)  

Through a coalition of coercion and moral and intellectual leadership, dominant groups 

are usually in a position to maintain their influence over other groups.  Edward Bernays 

(1891-1995), nephew of Sigmund Freud and considered by many to be the one of the 

most influential public relations propagandists of the 20th century,  recognised  the 

power of manufacturing consent through the hegemony of propaganda and  stated in 

1928 that: 

The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and 

opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society. Those 

who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible 

government which is the true ruling power of our countryé.  

                                                                                               (Bernays 1928 p.1) 

 

If we understand the mechanism and motives of the group mind, is it not 

possible to control and regiment the masses according to our will without their 

knowing about it? The recent practice of propaganda has proved that it is 

possible é. 

                                                                                                         (op cit p.71) 
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Manipulating and controlling óthe massesô involves collusion at several levels. Shine 

Thompson (2005) argues that hegemony involves a symbiosis between intellectuals, the 

state, and people themselves, in which intellectuals educate the people, and high culture 

informs popular culture, so that subordinate groups consent to those who are dominant 

(p.189).   

é coercion has been met in equal measure by an educated consent, by 

acquiescence to the moral and intellectual leadership of the various hegemonic 

groups in the constellation of the childôs life.  Traditionally these have included 

the church and state. é The vast majority of children is educated into 

compliance with the values inscribed in these institutions both formally in the 

school system and in extracurricular contexts; for a child to be ógoodô is to be 

conformist and tractable.  

                                                                         (Shine Thompson 2005 pp.191-2)  

As I reflected on how hegemonic public practices influenced my childhood and my 

early education two things happened. First I began to critique how I have until recently 

been led to think in terms of the dominant forms of propositional logic. Second, as I 

became aware of how I have been shaped by these propositional logics into passive 

uncritical acceptance of the status quo, I resolved to improve my practice so as not to 

contribute to an education in which children would be educated into compliance with 

uncritiqued values.   

I am determined not to let the same powerlessness and silencing as I had experienced 

befall my students. I encourage them to be well-behaved, but not at the expense of 

being critical (Russell 1932). I resolved to encourage my students to question and 

challenge anything that they did not understand. My work could therefore be seen as 

counter-hegemonic (Freire and Macedo 1987).   

I will show in Chapter 7 (Action Reflection Cycle 2) how, when my five year olds 

began to challenge the status quo by asking critical question such as, óWhatôs so good 

about straight lines anyway?ô, I found myself realising that I too needed to interrogate 

some assumptions. When a four old child challenged the wearing of a uniform one day 

(RD 16-01-02) by asking, óHow come we all have to look the same in blue clothes?ô, it 

meant that the children and I began to problematise concepts of uniformity, and whether 

or not it was a contributing factor to equality. I found myself defending the idea of 

uniforms at first, because they are part of our institutional status quo. However, later I 

found myself questioning my stance, as I filled in my journal.   
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There are several reasons for why wearing school uniforms could be 

seen as desirable: uniforms make everyone look the same, so no-one can 

avail of the social capital of having more expensive clothes; a mandatory 

uniform speeds up the process of getting dressed for school (from my 

own experience of being a parent).  

But in the military, uniforms play a role in training personnel to obey so 

blindly that in battle situations they will even rush uncritically into 

deathéSo wearing a uniform can also diminish childrenôs chances of 

being individuals, of standing out from each otheré (RD 16-01-02)   

Later on again, when my 3rd class discussed issues from the story of Gandhi, I had to 

revise my thinking once again (Chapter 7).  

My research into the literatures about socio-historical influences on education in Ireland 

in the 1950s informed developing insights into my ontological and epistemological 

stance and provided an impetus for me to delve more deeply into literatures that 

challenged dominant epistemologies (including Belenky et al. 1986, Gilligan 1982, 

1995; Held 1995, Martin 1994), radical pedagogy literatures (such as hooks 1994, 2003; 

Kozol 1992, Shor 1992, 1998, 2002), and critical pedagogy literatures (such as Darder 

et al. 2003, Kincheloe 2004, Leistyna et al. 1996). As I read, my consciousness was 

heightened and I began to see instances of injustice in my world that I had hitherto 

allowed to go uncritiqued. I vowed then to use my educative influence to encourage my 

students to be autonomous thinkers. 

Through my research I have become aware of how power is embedded in education 

(see also Foucault 1991, Devine 2003, Lynch and Lodge 2002). I have found also that 

issues of power permeate and influence the story of my learning journey. For example, 

when my students began to challenge norms and practices of my institution, I began to 

examine for the first time the nature of the power relationships within my classroom, 

my institution and within education generally. With my newfound critical awareness I 

have begun to try to make sense of some of these power issues.  

Some power issues and paradoxes  

Developing the capacity to critique, however, always needs to be understood as taking 

place within a social context, which can be problematic. Leistyna (2002) says that a 

major role of critical research/interpretation should be to expose and transform 

inequities of power (p.72). Kincheloe and Steinberg (1996, in Leistyna et al. 1996), 

state that the great paradox of contemporary schooling and teacher education is that 
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while educators speak of empowerment as a central goal they often ignore óthe way 

power operates to subvert the empowerment of teachers and studentsô (in Leistyna et al. 

1996 p.191). The paradox of seeking ways of empowering my students, while at the 

same time often feeling disempowered myself by the education system of which I am a 

part, and by the prescriptive curriculum which decides what knowledge may be taught 

and when, has been one of the dilemmas that I have had to try to work around as I 

taught my students to learn to think for themselves. As this account shows, I have also 

had to negotiate it for myself as I, too, tried to learn to think critically.   

A. McIntyre (in McIntyre and Dunne 2002) identifies a somewhat similar paradox in 

education when he states that the main purposes of education are the formation of 

citizens while encouraging people to think for themselves (McIntyre and Dunne 2002, 

Dunne and Hogan 2004). As I tried to engage critically with that paradox, I have had to 

grapple with questions such as, óCan I work creatively towards my epistemological 

values within a prescriptive curriculum?ô I have come to the realisation that, although I 

do not have a great deal of latitude about deciding what subject matter is taught, I do 

have autonomy about how I teach.  

I must also ask myself if my students are to be free from my imposing my way of 

working on them and how I will know whether, by encouraging others to think for 

themselves, I am imposing my values (Appendix B). In Chapter 1, I stated that I believe 

in freedom for all from the imposition of the constraints on their right to think for 

themselves. When I stated, in a recent seminar with my study group in March 2006, that 

one of the core concepts of my study was freedom, my supervisor asked me if I had 

examined my stance in relation to imposing freedom on others (RD 24-03-06).   This 

led me to revisit the work of Berlin.  

Berlin (2002) critiqued the work of six philosophers who were prominent just before 

and after the French Revolution and whose work, he said, all had some qualities in 

common, one of which was that: 

  

é they all discussed the problem of human liberty and all é claimed that they 

were in favour of it ï indeed some of them passionately pleaded for it and 

regarded themselves as the truest champions of what they called true liberty 

                                                                                                  (Berlin 2002 p.5)   
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However, Berlin then added  

é yet it is a peculiar fact that in the end their doctrines are inimical to what is 

normally meant, at any rate, by individual liberty, or political liberty.  (ibid)   

In other words they were in a sense all óhostile to libertyô (Berlin 2002 p.5) in that they 

endeavoured to impose freedom on others, not recognising that what they were doing 

was a denial of the very form of freedom they supported. I wondered if I could see 

myself reflected here.  

A similar dilemma of practice presented itself as I interacted with my colleagues. 

Because of experiencing silencing in my early teaching life, I have spent many years 

trying to ensure that I am affirming and co-operative with teaching colleagues. This is 

relevant for my study because as, I will show in Chapter 5, I have a position of 

responsibility in relation to younger colleagues, in that I have been charged with the 

task of developing pedagogies to support a spirit of critical thinking that will  inform 

school policy.  My practice is not then confined to my own classroom.  As I attempt to 

establish and develop a caring critical community of enquiry in a caring community of 

practice (Wenger 1998) with my colleagues, as well as with my students, I try to ensure 

that I use my educative relationships to encourage people to be critical thinkers, rather 

than coerce people to do critical thinking. Wenger (op cit) speaks of the power of 

communities of practice for mutual empowerment and personal and professional 

development through educative relationships. In arguing that learning is not just an 

individual activity, he places the focus of learning on participation so that an 

individualôs learning can contribute to the learning of their communities (p.7). I have 

had to consider how I can contribute to such learning by sharing the experiences of 

studying my practice. Like Whitehead (2004b) I have come to ask how I might 

contribute to the education of social formations, in my case, the social formation of the 

school staff of which I am a part.  

The contribution I wish to make is, while living to my stated values of care, freedom 

and justice, to develop myself as a critically aware thinker, and encourage colleagues 

through my educative influence to recognise their own potentials for critical thinking, 

and for us all to encourage this capacity also in the children with whom we work. In this 

way, I believe, we can collaboratively nurture a culture of democratic critical enquiry in 

our school. I am aware, however, through my studies, of the difficulties of influencing 
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normative cultures that do not embrace the idea of enquiry. Russell (1932) explains, 

reminiscent of the Ireland of the 1950s and 1960s in which I grew up, how there is often 

ótoo great a love for conformity both in the herd and in the bureaucratô (Russell 1932 

p.144).  Russell saw these two factors as grounds for óthe harm that is done to education 

by politicsô (op cit p.144). I now understand education to be a deeply political concept, 

rather than a neutral enterprise, as I had believed before my study. My wish to influence 

the nature of work practices that are in harmony with values of democratic enquiry is 

political insofar as a population of educated independent thinkers, passionate about 

what Bohm (1998 p.2) called óa spirit of dialogueô and who óshare opinions without 

hostilityô in a ócoherentô way (pp.6-7), has potential significance for an open and 

democratic society, as Bohm explains: 

éa genuine culture could arise in which opinions and assumptions are not 

defended incoherently. And that kind of culture is necessary for the society to 

work and ultimately for the society to survive.     

                                                                                                    (Bohm 1998 p.7)  

These ideas find resonance in many other literatures about democratic practices. Young 

(2000) contrasts deliberative democracy with activist democracy. Deliberative 

democracy, she argues, relies on reasonableness and discussion while activists take 

political matters into their own hands by the use of such techniques as boycotts and 

protests. In activist democratic situations all citizens are actively involved, while in the 

deliberative model citizens elect representatives to speak on their behalf. Said (2004) 

suggests that active or critical democratic participation is considered a ódanger to 

stabilityô (p. 137). Referring to the report of the Trilateral Commission (1975) he says 

 é the argument is that too much democracy is bad for governability, which is 

that supply of passivity which makes it easier for oligarchies of technical or 

policy experts to push people into line. So if one is endlessly lectured by 

certified experts é there is very little inclination to address this order with 

anything like individual or even collective demands.   

                                                                                                  (Said 2004 p.137) 

Chomsky also has pursued such arguments through his systematic critique of US 

foreign policy (Chomsky 1995, 1999, 2000, 2002). Like Said, Chomsky and Young, I 

too believe that all people should have access to participative democratic practices, and 

it has become one of the reasons why I place such importance on encouraging full 

participation in classroom dialogue and in developing a culture of critical enquiry 

throughout the school.  
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This can be an uphill struggle because, in my experience, and in relation to the ideas in 

this chapter, schools are rarely modelled on participative democratic principles. 

Teachers seldom have autonomy over what to teach, and students appear to have even 

less autonomy over their learning environments. I am not alone in this opinion: McNess 

et al. (2003) point out how in the UK the óeffectiveô (in terms of policy for producing 

improved performance óoutcomesô in the óKey Stagesô of education) has come to 

dominate the óaffectiveô (in terms of the previously more holistic teaching policies).  

Likewise Bonal (2003), and Robertson, Bonal and Dale (2002) examine how the full 

responsibility for education and for accountability in educational practices has been 

transferred by the state to teachers and schools, while the state simultaneously retains 

control of education at a more central level: 

Neoliberal political rationality, however, develops mechanisms through which 

the state can manage to reduce its presence as well as its legitimation burden, 

while at the same time uses new modes of governance to intervene in the 

affairs of individuals and communities. é Individual and collective behaviour 

are formally free, but new forms of governance are able to shape that 

behaviour.                  

                                                             (Robertson, Bonal and Dale 2002 p.469) 

 

As reported earlier, educational policy in the Ireland of the 1950s virtually ensured a 

form of compliant non-participative democracy when I was in primary school. I believe 

that I internalised my experience of oppressive models of education, to the extent that 

speaking out, questioning, or thinking critically were never an issue for me, mainly 

because I did not know that they were possible. Like many children I was ósocialised 

into silenceô (Jaworski 1993). I relate this experience to those of other researchers in the 

literatures (see Hartog 2004; Church 2004). My study has enabled me to óunlearn to not 

speakô (Piercy 1971). In correspondence with several colleagues and friends in Ireland 

and in many other English-speaking countries, I have learned that my experiences of 

school were similar to people of different ages from different educational and 

geographic contexts. (Appendices G.1. to G.7.) 

I am now able to articulate my desire to offer a form of counter-hegemony by 

exercising my voice as a researcher, and by presenting the voices of my students as 

researchers. Through the generation of my own living educational theory, I challenge 

the traditional epistemological gate-keeping role of the academy by claiming to know 

my own educational development (Whitehead 1989a). I wish to exercise my capacity to 
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influence my colleagues to do the same. It is a relatively new departure for a hitherto 

silenced teacher population to be in a position to claim theory generation.   

I believe this to be the nature of my original scholarly contribution: I am now able to 

generate my own living theory for how I have come to understand and improve my 

practice, and to encourage my colleagues also to do so. I have done this initially through 

my engagement with the literatures of critical pedagogy, and with the literatures around 

the conceptual frameworks of my study.  The next chapter focuses on contextual issues 

and I will engage with literatures around the contexts of critical thinking, the Irish 

primary school curriculum and research contexts in order to show how I critique these 

contexts and test my claim to have developed pedagogies, in line with my values, that 

encourage critical awareness. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 will describe how I introduced such 

critical pedagogies into my classroom practice, and Chapter 9 speaks further about the 

potential significance of my research for the education of the social formation of my 

school.  
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Chapter 5 

Becoming Critical: Engaging with the literatures of critical 
thinking, policy and research contexts 

 

 

In this chapter I continue my theme of how I took action in my context, without, at first, 

critically reflecting on what I was doing or why I was taking action. However, as I have 

already shown, some new understanding began to emerge as I engaged with the 

literatures of critical theory and critical pedagogy. This too became a form of action 

because reading critical literatures (such as Apple 1979, Bartolomé 1992, Chomsky 

2000, Freire 1972, Kincheloe 2004) raised more questions for me than answering them.  

I often found the process quite destabilising as my faith in the hitherto unshakable 

foundations of the education system of which I was a part, had begun to crumble.  Now 

I began to look with new eyes at education and question many of the assumptions 

around current educational policies.  For example, in this chapter I begin to deconstruct 

the notion of a standardised curriculum, the breaking up of knowledge into discrete 

curricular areas, the dominance of didactic pedagogies and standardised assessment 

processes and the ensuing labelling of children. It will be seen that these understandings 

permeate this document.  Now, with raised critical consciousness I began to look again 

at what I understood by intelligence and interrogate how I had made assumptions about 

children in the past.  I also began to question my own logics.  It was only then as I 

began to deconstruct concepts and my own mental models that I began to realise that, 

although I thought I was teaching children to think critically, I needed first to engage in 

the idea of what critique meant. In order to do so I first needed to examine the 

contextual frameworks of my study ï critical thinking, the Irish primary school 

curriculum and the research contexts around teaching children to think critically 

The starting point for my critique, as I undertook my action enquiry, was to consider the 

idea of experiencing myself as a living contradiction when my values were denied in 

my practice. Early in my studies I was able to articulate my values, but it took 

considerable critical engagement with my own learning to see that I needed to transform 

those values into a living practice. Developing such an understanding came about 
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through reading, talking with critical friends, reflecting on practice and eventually 

coming to the point where I was actively able to critique. I explore these issues in this 

chapter, and now engage with the literatures around my contexts of curriculum and 

critical thinking. I also examine some research contexts in the field of critical thinking. 

Moreover, I demonstrate how I have come to think critically by engaging critically with 

the literatures whose content I am now critiquing.  

I begin by offering an account of the early stages of my research, and the experience of 

myself as a living contradiction.  

Experiencing myself as a living contradiction  

Throughout my teaching career I have consistently sought ways of including children as 

active participants in their learning processes and in dialogue.  However, my emergent 

capacity to articulate my values, and to consider the extent to which I was living in the 

direction of my values, gave me cause for concern, especially in relation to an 

expectation that I would conform to normative school regimes, and my lack of 

resistance in doing so. From my reading of critical and radical pedagogues such as 

Ayers (1995), Greene (1995), Holt (1964) hooks (1994), Shor (2002) I now saw that 

along with setting aside time for discrete weekly discussions I needed to develop a 

wider range of dialogic pedagogies in order to live more closely to my values (see 

Chapter 7). However I was frequently frustrated because living to these values meant 

that I often found myself unable to ócoverô the entire range of curricular areas. For much 

of my teaching life I had neglected to ask why this should be so.  I understand now that 

didacticism is premised on propositional logics whereas my epistemological values are 

grounded in more dialectical forms of logic.  I can now see that didactic lessons are 

reifiable óthingsô that can be óplannedô, óexecutedô and óassessedô within a given 

timeframe especially if the only voice is that of the teacher and the children passively 

follow her plans.  Such a lesson could be considered a product. A dialogic lesson is a 

process:  it is about opportunity, conversation, flow, engagement, being: the process can 

be óplanned forô but there can be no guarantees around óoutcomesô or about what 

happens when children and teachers explore and create new knowledge together.  

Dialogic pedagogies could be seen as square pegs that resist being pounded into the 

round holes of timetables and schedules.  Evaluating such activities can also be 

problematic as I will demonstrate below.   
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For much of my teaching career, life had been simple.  I had allowed myself to be 

dictated to by the demands of the school system of bells and timetables, and a 

curriculum which presents the different subjects as discrete areas to be timetabled 

accordingly (Introduction, Government of Ireland 1999 p.70).  As reported, I had not 

questioned this state of affairs although I had often felt uncomfortable about my 

practice, because for much of my life I did not realise the status quo was questionable. 

Now with increasing critical awareness I found that interruptions such as bells and 

timetables make dialogic practice difficult and that I needed to deconstruct for myself  

the concept of knowledge being a óthingô to be chopped into discrete deliverable 

óthingsô called subjects (for example see Figure 5.1 below). 

   Figure 5-1: Table: Suggested minimum weekly time framework 

  

                                            (Curriculum Introduction, Government of Ireland 1999 p.70) 

For a long time, though, in spite of appreciating my values as the guiding principles of 

my practice, I complied with what was expected of me so as to try to ódeliver the 

curriculumô. Although I had not the language initially to articulate my feelings of 

dissonance at the contradiction between the kind of teacher I wanted to be, and the kind 

I actually was, I now see that at heart there was an inherent tension between my 

dialectically informed epistemological values, and the propositional forms of logic that 

underpin technical rational timetables, the separation of subjects into discrete contents, 

and the prescription of teacher manuals.   
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As my studies progressed, and I began to develop more dialogical pedagogies, I was 

frequently stymied by the technical rational constraints of the school day.  For example, 

in my current institution I met every fortnight for short-term planning with two other 

teachers.  We searched our textbooks and resources to devise interesting lessons in each 

subject area and sought appropriate assessment strategies. When I introduced ideas for 

more dialogical forms of practice, my colleagues were supportive, but we found that 

dialogical pedagogies do not ófitô tidily into twenty-five minute timeslots. I could see 

the competing epistemological stances clearly for the first time.   

The concept of timeslots and dialogical ways of knowing 

Drawing again on the work of Capra (1997), the concept of curriculum as a sequence of 

timeslots can be understood as grounded in a technical rational managerial approach to 

education and in positivist ways of knowing that hark back to Cartesian epistemological 

values (see Chapter 3 this document). Descartes understood mind and body as separate 

entities. He saw the universe as a mechanistic entity, which could óbe understood 

through analysing it in terms of its smallest partsô (Capra 1997 p.19). He developed a 

form of thinking that óconsists of breaking up complex phenomena into pieces to 

understand the behaviour of the whole from the property of its partsô (Capra 1997 ibid).  

Dialogical pedagogies, on the other hand, involve what Bohm (1998) calls entering into 

óthe spirit of the dialogueô (p.2), in which knowledge is understood as a flowing process 

involving wholeness (Bohm 2004). Bohm states that fragmentation originates in how 

we think and suggests that óit is thought that divides everything upô (p.10).  

Every division we make is a result of how we think. In actuality the whole 

world is shades merging into one. But we select certain things and separate 

them from others ï for convenience at first é 

                                                                                                (Bohm 2004 p.10) 

It can be seen immediately how the concepts of fragmentation and flow are in tension. 

The artificial division of knowledge into separate categories is indicative of an 

education system that perceives education as something to be controlled and managed. 

Foucault (1980) would suggest that it is indicative of a public discourse that sees people 

as things to be controlled and managed also. McDermott and Richardson (2005), cite 

Freudôs statement that óeducation must inhibit, forbid and suppressô (p36).  I work in a 

school that is collegiate and supportive of innovative practices.  Our mission statement, 

which I, as one of the first four members of staff, helped to generate in association with 
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a group of parents, states that we endeavour to ócreate an environment where all are free 

to question and encouraged to think.ô Nevertheless, broader educational systemic norms 

influence policy.  These systemic norms involve rules, routines, administration, a 

standardised curriculum with discrete subject areas, and large classes of 30 or more 

children with scarce resources unless they are provided by fundraising on the part of 

parents and staff. As I struggled to implement dialogical pedagogies, I now saw such 

norms, especially the breaking up of knowledge into discrete subjects as a prime 

example of the fragmentation of which Bohm (2004) spoke. Trying to adhere to 

timetables is frequently frustrating when I am involved with my children in a creative 

process and a bell goes which tells us it is now time to go to Drama class, and we are 

already immersed in a flow of creativity, such as poetry composition or art.  

I did not, however, abandon my wish to develop a creative, dialogical experience for 

my students and myself, and I persevered in my efforts to devise interesting learning 

activities that spoke to the childrenôs experience. I was diligent in my short term 

planning. I addressed the demands of the curriculum, and wrote up my fortnightly 

schemes accordingly.  However, I found it impossible to stick rigidly to schemes: when 

a subject was interesting and when the children were creative and involved, I would join 

with their sense of delight, and, providing the children were not obliged to go to another 

area of the school for lessons, I saw no problem with allowing the activity to run on 

until, together, we felt we had fully explored the subject. This got me into several kinds 

of difficulty: initially I  risked alienating the goodwill of other teachers, such as the 

learning support and language support teachers who provide in-class support and who 

expect me to be doing what it says on the timetable. An entry in my diary reads: 

When D came in for Maths today, the children were experimenting with 

constructing bridges that would support an increasing weight of 

materials. It was noisy, fun and exciting.  

She was very supportive and got involved, but interestingly, the children 

she usually supports didnôt appear to need her help with construction. 

Their difficulty appears to be with abstract, conceptual mathematics. 

(RD 30-03-06) 

Children who need help with learning have a right to every possible resource that the 

system can offer. The learning support teacher, the language support teacher and the 

resource teacher (who also has to come to my class), are obliged to adhere to timetables 

in order to fulfil their obligations to the children who need them in various classrooms: I 
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have to try to teach in ways that support my values. There are competing rights and 

value-systems here, and each of us has the best interests of the children at heart. It has 

taken cooperation and collegiality to come up with creative and just solutions whereby 

the rights of the children in need of support are met.  However, to return to the data 

extract, the fact that the students did not need the assistance of the learning support that 

day bears out the thinking of several educators (Gardner 1983, Dewey 1910, 1929; von 

Glasersfeld 1995, 1996) who argue that children need experience with solving órealô 

problems, as much as with abstract conceptual mathematics.  The learning support 

teacher and I were then able to use this knowledge to develop a range of alternative 

ways of scaffolding learning.    

The issue of evaluation and assessment remained.  At the end of each month, I would 

submit my planning schemes to my principal as monthly progress reports, with each 

area duly ticked off as ódoneô or ónot doneô. As it was not always easy to determine 

what exactly had been ódoneô, I got around my difficulty by sometimes including CDs 

of discussions or photos of children working individually and collaboratively, as 

illustrated in Figures 5.2 and 5.3 below. 

       

 

Figure 5-2: Photos of my students researching together 




























































































































































































































































































































































































