CHAPTER 3

Action Research

Introduction


The debate as to whether teachers should concern themselves primarily with teaching, leaving educational research to trained researchers is one that is far from being discontinued.


This chapter was written as a means of relating to the reader,  my reasons for choosing action research as the investigative methodology for my enquiry.  In the chapter I, (i) forward my views as to why action research should be accepted as a strong, appropriate form of educational research.  (ii) contribute to the debate on the teacher as researcher (iii) aim to give a balanced argument as to why action research may be inaccessible to teachers (iv) explain the importance as to why as an action researcher, reflection is so important to my work (v) outline the notions of Lomax and Whitehead as to the influence they have had on my practice.

Why Action Research?


Bassey (1995:6) distinguishes three categories of research: theoretical research, evaluative research and action research.   For Bassey:

Theoretical Research is where researchers aim to describe, interpret and explain events but do not make any judgements about them,

Evaluative Research is where researcher aim to describe, interpret and explain events so that they or others will hopefully be able to make evaluative judgements about them.

Action Research is where researchers seek to describe, interpret and explain events whilst seeking to change them for the better.


Whitehead (1995:114) adds to the above in his statement ‘action research is distinguished from other forms of research by the fact that researchers are investigating their own practices’.   Altrichter (1993:48) endorses this by saying ‘Unlike many other research and development approaches, action research does not want to replace the practitioners’ thinking by expert knowledge but rather aims to build on it and to support it’.  Elliott (1991:69) holds a similar view as he says action research is ‘the study of a social situation with a view to improving the quality of action within it’.


For myself all the above views are applicable because as a headteacher I wanted to investigate my individual practice through my reflections and actions with a view to improving my practice. My aim in doing so was that through working with others in the marketing of a newly formed primary school a situation would emerge that would hopefully result in increased learning for the pupils of our school.  Because of this, action research was an ideal methodology when studying my aim above.  I personally see action research as an approach, which values the integrity of individuals.  I see it as offering a more humanistic approach rather than research based on statistical analysis.  For my own enquiry my integrity as a headteacher was immersed in the values that I held.  This integrity would never have been considered had a traditional research approach been employed.

Action Research as Educational Research


There has been much debate as to the appropriateness of traditional forms of research to the classroom teacher.  (Nixon 1981, Elliott and Ebbutt 1984, Rudduck 1985, Gurney 1989).  I would argue strongly that a paradigm of research where a teacher becomes more aware of their individual practice through analysing and reflection with a view to improving that practice thus leading to a better standard of education for pupils in their class, is most definitely one that should be considered by any educationalist ranging from student teacher to university academic


This view has not always been commonplace however.  Stenhouse (1975:144) suggested that teachers should possess a 'capacity for autonomous self-development through systematic self-study, through the work of other teachers and through the testing of ideas by classroom teachers'.  Central to Stenhouse's vision was the belief that teaching and learning in school could be enhanced and achieved by individual teachers developing their own critical and creative powers.  This view was a response to the fact that for many years teachers had been 'fed' findings from in-service courses which had 'little relevance to their everyday practice' (Gurney 1989:14).  (See also Grundy 1994:28).


For me, I feel that the above scenario is epitomised particularly well by Rosemary Webb (1990:3) as she relays to the reader the start to her teaching career.  'The educational theory grounded in practice, which is a characteristic of practitioner research, contrasted sharply with my initial experience of the educational theory generated by the more traditional styles of quantitative research.  During my first years of teaching, in vertically-streamed infant classes, I encountered a number of difficulties arising from the fact that I had been junior trained.  I looked to the research literature for guidance and ideas.  The language and tone of the studies, together with their remoteness from the pressures of classroom life as I knew it, soon led me to share Anning's (1986) view that:  We seem to live in separate worlds. A prestigious research industry seemed to be thriving at the expense of school practitioners rather than in support of them'.


Bassey (1981 and 1983) adds weight to this concern.  In his journal papers he draws a distinction between ‘disciplinary’ research and ‘pedagogic’ research,  ‘Disciplinary’ research is research carried out by psychologists, sociologists, historians, philosophers primarily for the development of their discipline,  Bassey argues that such traditional research couched in the various jargon according to the discipline is alien to practising teachers and has been rejected by them as being of little use in analysing and devising solutions for classroom practice.


‘Pedagogic’ research however is research which directly affects the above.  It is presented in a pragmatic style and is readily accessible to teachers. ‘Its prime purpose is to find ways of improving pedagogic practice, and this is not deflected by other purposes.  Theory is created in pursuit of improvement and for the achievement of that improvement, not as the ultimate purpose of the research’ (Bassey 1983:111).  Bassey is by no means unsupported in this view.  The argument for teachers adopting the dual role of teachers as researchers has in my view been made most persuasively and effectively by Stenhouse (1975, 1979, 1981), Rudduck (1985), Elliot (1991, 1993), Nixon (1981), Hopkins (1985), Somekh (1989b, 1995), Rudduck and Hopkins (1985),  Day (1993, 1995 ), McNiff (1988, 1992, 1993), Mitchell (1985) Oberg and McCutcheon (1987), Oja and Smulyan (1989), Zuber Skerritt (1991, 1996).


In his 1981 paper Bassey draws the readers’ attention to pedagogic research which he views as having valuable potential for teachers ‘the educational research community .... should distinguish between pedagogic research and other forms of educational research, and in relation to pedagogic research should eschew the pursuit of generalisations, unless their potential usefulness is apparent, and instead should actively encourage the descriptive and evaluative study of single pedagogic events.  In this way pedagogic research will contribute effectively as the improvement of pedagogic practice’ (Bassey, 1981:86).


For myself, I see Bassey’s view as being congruent with my own enquiry, in that I want my thesis to be an account of the real life situation of a practising headteacher,  I want my research to be of use to other heads who may be faced with the dilemmas which I have been faced with.


I am not saying that all 'established' theory is irrelevant but that because of all the diverse factors which face a classroom teacher or in my own case a school manager my experience has shown me that much of it is inapplicable.  Schon (1983) epitomises well the institutional separation outlined above which exists between practitioners and researchers, 'The researcher's role is usually distinct and superior to that of the practitioner'.  For me it is a sad scenario that the 'distinct' and 'superior' role which Schon relates above should actually exist,  I therefore warmly welcome a scenario where (i) the above 'distinct' and 'superior' role will be minimised, (ii) where practitioner research  through accounts of teachers' own living educational theories will be used for in-service training which will then give teachers a theory with which they can identify.


Action research also offers the teacher researcher the dual role of innovator, implementor (Gurney, 1989) a role that would not exist for a traditional researcher.  Through this role teachers are given the controlling influence, and through action research they are given a means of self study and analysis addressing a problem pertinent to them.  This problem may be (i) something that they were never taught through in-service training (ii) something that has been thrust upon them without their choice (iii) something that is extremely scarce or non-existent in the literature,  Author’s note: (ii) and (iii) apply to my study.  With reference to (i) I have attended INSET on marketing but through my thesis I have given evidence whereby my practice and findings do not reflect the theory given on the courses.


It can be argued that the above process generates its own body of knowledge (see Elliott and Ebbutt 1984) which removes it from the constraints of traditional theory.  A main issue arising from this is that schools now have a far greater role in curriculum development and what is more the curriculum development is relevant to the individual's particular institution.  In addition, because action research is such a personal form of learning, complemented by intense rigour and systematic reflection I would argue that its effect on the individual is far greater than that which would be achieved through engaging with more traditional forms of research.
Teachers as Researchers


The debate as to whether teachers should concern themselves primarily with teaching, leaving educational research to trained researchers is one that is far from being resolved (see Hammersley 1993, Lomax 1994, D'Arcy 1994, Hammersley 1995).


Many teachers do not see research as part of their role (Hancock, 1997:86) and indeed it has been stated that ‘the professional teacher community does not embrace a research tradition’ (Hull et al, 1995:99). However the beliefs of certain academics e.g. Stenhouse (1975, 1983), that teachers should research their practice have been instrumental in shaping the teacher researcher movement.  Hammersley (1993:429), when commenting on the above states 'it is not always clear whether the latter is intended to replace the former (conventional educational research), this often seems to be implied by the arguments employed'.  For me this statement in itself is worrying, in that it is over protective of conventional teacher research, in its resistance to action research.  Also the fact that throughout his paper Hammersley refers to teacher research as 'TR' but does not refer to educational research as ER when coupled with the above, amounts to a prime example of ‘academic gatekeeping’ (Lomax, 1994:14).  ‘The complaint that the voices of educational researchers are heard at the expense of those teachers’ (Hammersley, 1993:434) is an utterance I wish to comment on.  I do not see the above as a ‘complaint’ I see it as a fact.  Certain academics agree with me in their belief that researchers take the knowledge of teachers and present it a their own (Carr and Kemmis, 1986:207).  This then leads to the situation that ‘-- much educational research, both in principle and in practice, remains an activity indulged in by those outside the classroom for the benefit outside the classroom’ (Nixon, 1981:5) (my emphasis).


Other academics take a strong stance when aiming to rectify the above situation.  ‘there is an urgent need to analyse the structures that govern the production and distribution of research knowledge and the right to engage in research acts.  Teacher research is, at one level , a means of countering the hegemony of academic research which teachers are often distanced by’ (Rudduck, 1987:5).  Even when academics are completely open about the fact that they have used their students' experiences (i.e. Dadds (1995) in her case study of ‘Vicky’, a primary school teacher on a part-time M.A. course) they have received criticism (see Holley's (1995:16) criticism of Dadds (1995) above).


All the above amounts to the situation that has emerged which Gore and Zeichner (1995:203) epitomise so well 'In the most recent edition of the American Research Association's Handbook of Research on Teaching' which is supposed to be a compilation of the state of the art of our knowledge about teaching, there are 35 chapters and over a thousand pages on various aspects of teaching, ....  not a single chapter is written by a classroom teacher, and there are few, if any, references to anything written by a classroom teacher (author's emphasis).  Gore and Zeichner (1995) then cite Grimett and McKinnon (1992:385-486) as holding the belief that 'The same is true for most publications about research on teaching controlled by university academics' (Ibid:203).


I must however take umbrage with the above statement, as I do not believe it to be a ubiquitous one.  It has always been my experience that my own professor, Pamela Lomax has been incessantly dedicated and prolific in publishing her students' work, striving to get it into the public domain.  The BERA dialogues series (Lomax, 1989a, 1990a, 1991a) provide ample evidence of this commitment.


Hammersley (1993) in his paper says, 'I argue that while teacher research can be useful, it does not substitute for educational research of a more conventional kind' (p.441).  I wish to meet this argument head on.  In this thesis I have claimed that action research has enabled myself and the staff to bring about improvements in our practice that has brought about greater learning opportunities for our pupils. I dispute strongly the fact that I would be able to make this claim if all that was available to me were the outcomes presented by an external researcher.  If an outside researcher such as Hammersley came into the case study school and observed my/the staff's practice, coming to conclusions about how we should improve, I doubt I would be able to make this claim.  Hammersley or the like would have to generalise from observations; his report would be written in his own language and style which may well be inaccessible to us, and therefore the fact that we would have no choice but to extrapolate from it would mean that it may be of no/little use to us.  Furthermore, the report may well be published in an academic journal which is alien reading to the majority of teachers (Elliot 1994:136, Kemmis 1982:11, Hustler et al. 1986:8).  Also, two other issues are of paramount importance to me.  External researchers such as Hammersley may be in schools for certain periods of a school day, my 'living' my study has meant that it has been a 24 hour experience in terms of reflection and praxis.  Also the fact that my work has been a passionate, intrinsic part of my life (Dadds, 1993, 1995) being analysed over five years means that researchers such as Hammersley can only guess as to my true feelings.  As Elliot (1994:134) states ‘teachers experiences of schooling can be interpreted in different ways --- what validates each story is that it constructs meaning for the person telling it’.  To this end I reject Hammersley's notions believing that through action research teachers can indeed become effective researchers of their practice creating their own ‘living educational theory’ (Whitehead, 1993a:80, 1996a:15).


I agree with D'Arcy (1994:293) in her response to Hammersley's paper that 'If more effective contexts for learning are to be created within the world of the classroom, then teachers have to be at the heart of that enterprise.  They must be the 'developers' and the 'evaluators' as well as the 'facilitators' of their pupils' learning', also with Lomax (1994d:15) who criticises Hammersley's paper saying that it fails to 'recognise that teachers have valid knowledge of their own practice which is not easily available to an outsider'.  Lomax adds a further view that work done by conventional researchers may be irrelevant for classroom teachers.  'Conventional research fails to address the concerns that teachers have about their work, it throws no light on professional dilemmas, it does not help teacher self-development and it lacks authenticity.  Often it has been directed at problems that have been formulated about teachers' work by outsiders and the resulting report often misinterprets what teachers do' (Ibid pp. 14-15).

The inaccessibility of action research


In spite of my deep confidence in action research as an investigative methodology I am fully aware that it contains an inaccessibility which I find in some cases enigmatic.


Ever since my original involvement with action research and my early reading of the literature I have had a problem with the question as I continually ask myself “why if we wish to spread the good word of action research is the language so inaccessible?”


One would expect students to read on action research so as to gain an understanding/grounding of it,  but this all too often leads to an unpleasant experience.  Twells' (1991:71) personal experience as a student beginning an action research project epitomises this well.  'we took away with us articles to read relating to action research.  My own personal reading for that work involved a paper co-written by the course tutor.  'Wonderful', I thought to myself, 'where better to develop my understanding of action research than from the writing of a tutor on the very course on which I find myself?'  Wrong! ....... it offered very little to develop my 'very basic' understanding of action research.  The language offered me little consolation and the philosophical arguments were beyond my understanding at that point'.


I am heartened that other academics support my view of inaccessibility.  Lomax (1991b:105) commenting on Twells’ experiences above comments ‘I suspect that the experience Twells recounts is not unique’.  She then goes on to say that ‘Disorientation in the early stages of investigating one's own practice is a common problem, as is coming to terms with an unfamiliar literature that seems to be written in a foreign language’ (Ibid p.106).  Lomax is not alone with regard to her view outlined above.  McNiff (1988:xvii) states 'Much of the literature to rationalise action research, that attempts to place it in an educational perspective, is difficult to read, often couched in language that is inaccessible to many people ---- as a profession we need to encourage the use of a common language for talking about educational practices'.  Carr  (1989) suggests that there should be a common form of discourse for teachers.  This view is shared by Griffiths and Tann (1991) as they outline an overview of problems experienced by their students carrying out action research, 'It became clear to us that we were dealing with a language problem because much of the gap that lay between personal and public theories was a language gap' (p.94).


The above authors’ views led me to ask certain fundamental questions which need to be considered if my original question above is to be answered.  “Do teachers need this academic language to communicate their research?  Does it actually benefit teachers in improving their practice?” which is after all at the crux of action research (see Elliot, 1982:1, Brown et al. 1982:2).  Is it a means of enforcing academic hegemony?  I believe that the answer to the first two questions is “no” and for the third question “hopefully no”. As a response to the above I hope that my thesis will be used by others to improve education and to this end I have written it in accessible language as I strongly believe that this approach is a necessity if my value of sharing worthwhile knowledge with others is to be lived in my practice.


I am heartened however that certain academics appear to agree with my views.  Somekh's (1988) opening address on action research to the CARN conference is particularly worthy of note in my eyes.  'I find myself wondering how we have come to see it as something complicated.  By some perverse process we seem to have built an ivory tower around it and turned it into something exclusive ...... I want to reaffirm action research as belonging to teachers' (Somekh, 1989a:1).  Similarly, Rudduck (1991:326-331) encouragingly talks of the need for academics in universities and classroom teachers to collaborate more, creating stronger partnerships.  Sanger (1996) calls for academic teacher educators to take a close look at their own everyday practice, 'In what circumstances does the practitioner from the university have the right to offer support to teachers in classrooms?  What ought to be the guiding principles for such a relationship?  How do we offend less and achieve forms of parity that enable us to learn and change alongside fellow practitioners in schools? (p.184)  



Unfortunately, as encouraging as the above views are, I feel that it will take time before they become commonplace. Academics differ in their opinions and in some cases are anxious that teacher action researchers adopt their guidelines.  A strong example of this is Winter's (1989) response to Somekh's (1988) address cited above.  'I sympathise entirely with the spirit of these words, but I do not think that they necessarily suggest that practitioner action-research has no need of methods' (Winter, 1989:8).  He then recommends that teachers use his six principles derived from his theoretical study (see Winter 1987) to implement their research.  A further problem is that unfortunately Winter’s style of writing is judged by some as being academic and therefore is not easily accessible to teachers.  This is reinforced by Carr (1995:103) when commenting on Winter’s work.  ‘Action Research and the Nature of Social Inquiry is a fine book and it is a pity that Winter found it necessary to couch his argument in highly abstract and dense prose and so run the risk of producing just that kind of  ‘theoretical treatise’ which many action researchers choose to ignore’.


Other authors/academics have taken the concerns of students on board, producing literature which gives students a variety of approaches re: method and data collection which could be used for action research projects written in accessible language.  (see McNiff 1988; Altrichter et al, 1994; McNiff et al. 1996).


Other authors go beyond the approach I have praised above. They do not agree that there is the need for a common form of discourse.  Lomax’s (1991b) view is as follows: ‘I have reservations about this and believe that much of the personal language in action research comes from negotiating the meaning of events with others, and negotiating the meaning of the language being used’ (p.106).  She believes that language, through discussion enriches our practice ‘Teacher research forces us to talk because it tends to be particular and therefore defies the homogenising forces of generalisability. We are not lulled into the false sense of knowing another's meaning that is the keystone of sharing a common discourse’ (Lomax, 1990b:9).  Jennings and Graham (1996) feel that a research community will, over time, arrive at a language members can identify with.  ‘It is language that makes sense to us as a community of action researchers.  If the process has been truly participatory, it is likely that we share a common use of languages.  But what makes sense to us who are engaged in the action research process may not make sense to others.  Consider the discourse of basketball.  It makes little sense to those who play bridge’ (p.172).


I endorse the above viewpoints fully and indeed see them as encouraging as facets of a dialogical community.  I do however forward the view that action researchers should have the means by which they can acquire understanding and confidence within the paradigm before entering into the benefits of the dialectic which Lomax, Jennings and Graham refer to above.


Language however is not the only facet which may make action research inaccessible. My reading has shown me that academics who have a long affiliation with action research are fully aware of this. Rudduck (1988:201) states ‘--- the teaching profession does not often allow time for, and its culture does not normally support, either communal reflection on practice or discussion of basic philosophers’.  Dadds (1995) enforces this view by talking of ‘part time, no budget action research’ (p.4), stating that action research demands from the practitioner ‘a personal and professional rigour that might pale even the hardiest of traditional researchers’ (p.142).  Similarly, Somekh (1995:341) states that ‘time for research is always limited, since the primary responsibilities of the action researcher are those of a working practitioner’.


I totally agree with the above and wish to add the suggestion that teachers in senior management positions may well have greater opportunities when it comes to carrying out action research.  My decade of executing action research projects at Kingston University through DPSE, MA and PhD. were all carried out in my capacity as a senior manager.  Because of this I believe that senior managers may have more impetus when it comes to doing action research enquiries.


I feel that a conversation with my support set on the above shows strong evidence of this.  “When I was doing my project with the aim of raising the status of dinner ladies (see Loftus 1991) I did it as a deputy.  I cannot help feeling that if I had been a class teacher wishing to do an identical project someone would have said “why do you want to do this, haven't you got enough to do!”.  The fact that I was deputy with responsibility for development of staff however, meant that no one blinked an eyelid.  Furthermore an entire training day was given over to the implementation of my project!  Similarly, now, as I'm marketing my school, staff see my role as one of my having to market and therefore I feel the same scenario is present.  If a teacher wanted to do a marketing project, colleagues would ask “why do you want to do this, it’s not your job!”, because it's me however no one passes comment” (diary entry 23/2/93).  This diary entry however raises worrying concerns for me that as a senior manager my status may actually mean that  ‘manipulation’ (Griffiths, 1993:152) may actually be masking my strong value of collaboration, ‘there is always a danger of manipulation, especially if participants have different formal power within the organisation (Somekh and Thaler, 1997:156).   Griffiths (1990:47) made me strongly aware of what could be happening in my work 'What may feel like a group decision to some people will feel like coercion to others.  Other individuals may experience a group decision as something they agree with but which does not have their wholehearted involvement'.  This realisation was, is and always will be a bitter pill to swallow.  Not only am I possibly manipulating, coercing, being autocratic to staff, but if this is the case I have a clear example of my values not being lived in my practice (Whitehead, 1986:74, 1989a:43) and of  my being a ‘living contradiction’ (Whitehead, 1990:34, 1993a:70).


Another view is one where the question is asked ‘Is Action Research a Natural Process for Teachers’ (Johnson (1994).  Johnson claims that ‘action research is not a natural process for teachers because it requires them to be systematic, collaborative and critical; characteristics which do not feature strongly, in teachers’ natural approaches to reflecting on and improving their practice’ (p.1)  She feels that teachers may actually start questioning their abilities, experiencing a form of guilt when they read definitions of action research.  She cites McCutcheon and Jung’s (1990:148) definition ‘Action research is characterised as systematic enquiry that is collective, collaborative, self reflective, critical, and undertaken by the participants of the inquiry.  The goals of such research are the understanding of practice and the articulation of a rationale or philosophy of practice in order to improve that practice’ with the accompanied comment that on reading the above, teachers will be ‘under the impression that if such a process does not already characterise their practice then it clearly ought’ (Johnson, 1994:41).


I do not readily agree with Johnson’s views above as I believe that teachers would not necessarily feel as Johnson has outlined above.  I certainly didn’t!  For myself, “action research is ingrained in me, it’s a way of life, it enables me because of the planning and reflecting to make fewer errors and to save time” (my conversation with support set member diary entry 7/11/96).  Johnson herself, in the same paper in spite of what she has just said above writes, ‘My own association with teachers in a range of situations suggests they find involvement in action research professionally and personally rewarding, as well as contributing to significant changes to their practice’ (Johnson 1994:39).


Johnson is not alone in her view regarding action research not being a ‘natural’ process for teachers.  Carr and Kemmis (1986:200) make the point that ‘One of the problems in educational action research is that people involved in education do not ‘naturally’ form action research groups for the organisation of their own enlightenment’.  Similarly Kemmis and McTaggart (1988:21) argue that action research is ‘not the usual thing teachers do when they think about their teaching’, rather, they see ‘instead, action research is to plan, act, observe and reflect more carefully, more systematically, and more rigorously than one usually does in everyday life’ (Ibid p.10).


Other authors, for example Groundwater-Smith (1991) has raised her own reservations about action research.  She feels that ‘the difficulty with action research is that it ‘distils’ practice’ (p.54), by ‘distils’ she means that action research may through the necessity of collaboration stifle teachers.  She prefers the work of the inquiring teacher movement which does not insist on ‘the creation of conditions for collaboration and an orientation to  emancipation’ (Ibid p.54).


Other authors for example Little (1990), Rosenholtz (1989) in their studies have found that the ‘isolated nature of teaching’ (Johnson 1994:42) (also Rudduck 1991:3, Lortie 1975:164) has meant that ‘the collaborative processes needed for action research are often difficult to establish and even actively resisted by some teachers’ (Johnson, 1994:42).  Somekh (1993:126) emphatically states ‘McTaggart (1989) has shown how ‘teacher privatism’ isolates teachers in their classrooms, preventing them from sharing their research or their knowledge with other teachers  ----.  According to him this is adhered to so closely by teachers that it ‘appears to be an ethic of teaching’. Altrichter’s (1993) view indeed encompasses what has been outlined above but also raises awareness of ‘elitism’ developing, which is the very entity which action research opposes. ‘Its insistence on voluntary participation and its attraction to innovative, professional teachers repels, at the same time, less innovative, less professional teachers.  Thus, action research is in constant danger of elitism and of being the hobbyhorse of an ‘avant-garde’ who lose sight of the ‘average people’ (Altrichter, 1993:53).


I myself, recognise all of the above authors’ points of view but feel that instead of accepting them as the norm, it is the duty of action researchers to ‘draw’ colleagues into collaborative, dialectical, dialogical communities so as to utilise these colleagues’ expertise.  I see that this will not only result in furthering the education of our pupils but will also, through the social, interpersonal skills deployed and developed constitute an improvement in an individual’s practice.

The necessity of reflection


For me reflection is the main element in utilising action research.  “Reflection is what enables me to analyse my previous action(s); to realise strongly where I went wrong; what I should have actually done to improve the situation.  All the above amounts to my being able to analyse and improve in my practice” (diary entry, conversation with support set member 19/10/93).


Eighteen months after my recording this diary entry my reading of Somekh reinforced my feeling ‘At the core of action research lies the process of reflection’ (Somekh, 1995:347).  I would argue however that reflection is not straight forward.  It is a very personal internalised procedure which can be painful to involve oneself with.  This in its very basic sense sets it aside from positivistic approaches as it may raise issues that might well have never been considered by these approaches.  However, I firmly believe if as teachers we can carry out this critical reflection then it will empower us to develop our ‘praxis’ (reformed committed action) (Carr, 1993:182) through which we strive to live our educational values.


My diary entry above was an ideal scenario where I could reflect with a support set member.  What if a support set member, critical friend, tutor, director of studies is not available?  I feel one must reflect, otherwise the 'spontaneity' which action research gives us (McNiff, 1988:38) will be lost.  For this reason I looked for a means by which I could reflect should a colleague(s) not be available.


The way in which I was able to counteract the above was through my reading of Jones (1989).  Jones influenced by Diamond (1988) and Boud and Griffin (1987) formulated a technique in which he engages himself with an ‘imaginary friend’ with whom to share his thoughts and feelings.  Jones was 'led to the idea of concocting an ‘imaginary friend’, an interlocutor, who would become a springboard for my self-reflection’ (Jones, 1989:49).  A similar approach which shows the process of self-reflection in action in the literature is McCarthy's (1994) ‘A conversation with myself’.  Using both of the above authors' ideas I have been able to carry out the reflection which is so vital to my work.  After talking through my thoughts and feelings I have entered them as reflective diary entries which I have highlighted in my thesis.


Certain authors acknowledge the importance of 'teachers as reflective practitioners' (Schon 1983, 1987; Russell 1988; Kemmis 1986; Zeichner 1981, 1983; Somekh 1989b, Pollard and Tann 1990, Gore and Zeichner 1991, Altrichter et al. 1991).  Others however are not so convinced.  Laursen (1996) cites other academics to endorse his point of view.  He states  ‘There has been much theoretical-based critique of the reflective approach.  To name but a few it has been criticised as being vacuous (Wilson, 1991), of ignoring problems of social reproduction in the educational system (Laursen 1995), and of ignoring the speed of the decision-making in the classroom (Eraut, 1995).  Similarly, Carlgren (1996) in her paper adds ‘Finally, if anyone has formed the impression that I think reflection is the most important thing in teachers’ work - they are wrong. I have only been talking about one aspect of being a teacher’ (p.33).


I would argue in part with the above authors' points of view that yes, there is a much heavier workload now and that reflection may be just one part of a teacher's job.  But I am fully aware that 'Teaching in particular is one of those occupations where work can become a bottomless pit of tasks and activities’ (Jones, 1989:51), because of this 'I keep saying to my students that it is very important to create intellectual space in which to think' (Ibid).  I would indeed agree with Jones and in doing so endorse the view of Storr (1988) cited in Day (1993:84) that ‘as one engages in interactive professionalism it is essential that development and change are grounded in some inner reflection and processing.  Otherwise we can too easily become alienated from our own deepest needs and feelings’.  In answer to Eraut’s objections above, this also emphasises the need to reflect constantly on one’s values, so that these instant decisions are well founded. I personally want action research to be a paradigm whereby I improve my practice.  I therefore agree strongly with Elliott (1993a and b) in his views which are as follows: 'Systematic reflection by practitioners in their practical situations plays a central role in improving professional judgements and decision' (Elliott 1993a:68).  Also, because my enquiry was based so heavily on my values, Elliott's impartation that 'In my work with teachers on various action research projects I have always found that when teachers reflect about the consistency of their actions with their educational values they also begin to question the taken-for-granted beliefs and assumptions which define those values for them’ (Elliott, 1993b:196) was a scenario with which I could both easily identify and fully endorse.


With reference to my finding time to reflect utilising Jones’ (1989:51) advice above I have consciously built in time to reflect.  I spend just over an hour and a half travelling to and from work each day.  I use this time to put my thoughts on tape.  If I need to reflect at other times I will make short notes which can be reflected on more deeply as soon as an opportunity arises,  The above strategy has served me well to date, and has indeed led me to the situation whereby I am in full agreement with Fosnot (1989:xi) below who states ‘an empowered teacher is a reflective decision maker who finds joy in learning and in investigating the teaching/learning process - one who views learning as construction and teaching as a facilitating process to enhance and enrich development’.

The Influence of Lomax and Whitehead on my Work

Undoubtedly the two individuals who have been most influential in helping me to understand my action research practices, and to shape my work have been Pamela Lomax (Kingston University) and Jack Whitehead (Bath University).


Their notions are of particular interest to me because they believe as I strongly do that the starting point for a practitioner researcher’s work is an exploration of their values.  I am aware that Lomax’s and Whitehead’s approaches are different from the mainstream action researcher’s view of action research where the values issue is not made as explicit.  Because as practising headteacher I was forced to work in a scenario i.e. the market place philosophy in education, which was (i) alien to me and (ii) I did not agree with,  I was of the opinion that my values would be my guiding light.  In addition, as a headteacher, my leadership style of management and vision is shaped by values.


Both the notions of Lomax and Whitehead perceive the values which a practitioner holds as being the starting point for the way individuals seek to shape their educational lives, improve their practice, and improve education in their schools.  To this end I was happy to utilise the notions of Lomax and Whitehead as I perceived them as being extremely suitable for the course I wished to follow in my action research enquiry.

Below I will give a brief account outlining the notions of Lomax and Whitehead relating to how they have been influential in terms of the understanding and development of my action research practice in carrying out my enquiry.

Pamela Lomax

I met Pamela Lomax in September 1988 when I began the two year DPSE (Diploma for Professional Studies in Education) course at Kingston University of which she was course director.  After this I did an M.A. in school and college management of which she was also course director.  Although she has played no part in my M.Phil/Phd. Supervision, her theoretical notions have remained central to my work.

Educational Research versus Research in Education


Lomax has always been consistent in her emphatic pointing out of the difference between ‘educational research’ and ‘research about education’.  She has always held the view that ‘educational research (as distinct from research about education) is often denied the status of research because it derives from an intention to improve practice’ (Lomax, 1986a:42).  This belief is manifested strongly by the fact that in 1994 Lomax when becoming a professor, ensured that the title she was given was ‘professor of educational research’, as opposed to ‘professor of research in education’ (Lomax, 1994d:12).


Lomax through her work with SWARN (The South West Action Research Network) and then the KHARG (Kingston Hill Action Research Group), has always forwarded the opinion that ‘our strength is that we are all embedded in the practices that are at the centre of our individual investigations, and we talk from personal knowledge’.  Through this approach we ‘reflect upon, communicate and share with each other our understandings of particular practices.  In doing this we have chosen to remain true to our desire to live our values in practice’ (Lomax, 1986a:42). (See also Lomax. 1990c:4, 1993a:107).


Being an active member of the Kingston Hill Action Research Group my attendance at Saturday sessions, group sessions, tutorials, conferences where I have been given ample opportunity to explore my work through conversation with others has been beneficial.  My work has been critiqued, empathised with, challenged which has undoubtedly led me to a deeper understanding of my practice and myself.  As this is happening I am arriving at my own theory due to the process mentioned above which is in the form of conversation that proceeds by the logic of question and answer rather than ‘the propositional form found in traditional research’ (Lomax, 1986a:42).


Lomax holds the view that action research ‘should not be blinkered by theories’ outside the situation in which an action research study is located ‘but should generate its own’ (Lomax, 1986a:43).  This view for me is particularly pertinent in relation to my own study.  Industrial marketing comes with its own theory and strategies and one of the main explorations of my work is to arrive at a judgement as to whether the above is applicable to education.  It does however mean that I am wide open ‘to being blinkered’ as I am working so closely with and constantly evaluating marketing theory and strategy.  However the will to live my values in my practice has been a guiding light that has played a major part in stopping the above predicament from becoming dominant.


With reference to practitioner research Lomax feels that ‘the practitioner should play a central role in the research as the main informant’ (Lomax, 1986a:43).  As a headteacher it was my responsibility to market the case study school.  Despite how much I collaborated with staff, pupils, parents I was aware that it would still be me who had the ‘central role’ and that it would be me who would, in most cases ‘inform’ the staff of the marketing opportunity that were/had become available.


Lomax’s definition of action research ‘Action research is an intervention in our own practice intended to bring about improvement.  The intervention is research based because it involves disciplined enquiry.  The improvement encompasses our current practice, our understanding of it and the contexts in which it happens’ (Lomax, 1990b:11) appealed to me as I liked its ‘flexibility’ plus the fact that the word ‘contexts’ conveyed to me that I may have to differentiate my practice according to the actual context in which I was working.

Before this definition can be operationalised however, Lomax reminds us that action research as a practical educational activity involves ‘a value dimension’ (Lomax 1990c:4).  She states that ‘action research incorporates the examination and refinement of the educational values that we hold in an attempt to make them central to our practice.  A starting point for action research is to clarify our values in the area in which we wish to bring about improvement’ (Lomax 1990b:11).  These values are then put ‘up front’ (Lomax, 1994b:156, 1995a:49) in a project as a means of guiding the researchers choice of action’ (Ibid).


Lomax (1998a:14) holds the view that ‘while we agree that teachers should be helped to identify research needs and to play more active roles, there is too little recognition of the way in which research influences classroom practice’.  For me this in itself is an irony as ‘through action research teachers can emancipate themselves from being mere implementers of others’ policies and themselves become change agents for school improvement’ (Lomax, 1989a:186).  It is also an injustice as ‘as a strategy action research is seen to be effective at all levels within educational organisations’ (Lomax, 1994a:4).


Lomax (1994c:118) holds the view ‘teacher research is not scientific, it is educational’, and that to teachers ‘the social science paradigms are as alien as the paradigms of the natural sciences’.  As a result of her research findings Lomax holds the view that teachers reject traditional forms of INSET which they see as ‘irrelevant to their teaching (Lomax, 1986b:135), ‘much conventional research fails to address the concerns of teachers.  It throws no light on professional dilemmas, does not help teacher research and lacks authenticity’ (Lomax, 1995b:14).  She feels that the fast growing situation where ‘the teacher is the researcher and theory is seen to emerge from his/her educational practice’ is a far more appropriate paradigm addressing the fact ‘that teaching has become a rational activity through the development of its own discipline’ (Lomax. 1986b:135).  For this development to evolve however, I have been part of the Kingston Hill Action Research Group who under Lomax’s guidance ‘struggle to live our values in our practice and to make our research ethical, creative and emancipatory (Lomax, 1998b:6). She feels that as practitioner researchers, ‘instead of ‘research questions’ we  should substitute  educational ‘intentions’ and  that ‘we need the language 

and concepts of education rather than the language and concepts of the social or natural sciences to support our definitions of research’ (Lomax, 1994c:118).  
The need for explicit values

Lomax wishes to move beyond the view that ‘action research is an intervention in practice to bring about improvements’ (Lomax 1995a:1).  She puts forward the view that action research ‘excludes merely technical change in favour of change that is demonstrably the outcome of a critical examination of the values and beliefs about the practice in question.  It is not just what one does that is important, but why one does it’ (Ibid) (my emphasis).  Within this there is ‘accountability’ ----  ‘The action researcher investigates her own practice;  she can be criticised for doing this badly, but no one else can do it’ (Lomax, 1989b:102).


It would have been easy for me to (i) to market the school in a knee jerk, haphazard fashion as a response to the situation which had been thrust upon me. There were a good number of handbook style books to aid a headteacher beginning marketing which I could have used (ii) to adopt the hard sell approach of the market place getting pupils in, seeing them as little pots of money (iii) to run down colleague heads’ schools as a means of promoting my own. (iv) to work in isolation without learning the views of staff colleagues, parents, pupils, governors (v) to go my own way as leader of the school ignoring what these parties have to offer.  However, Lomax’s views have influenced me to reject these options.  Throughout my project I have collaborated heavily with the parties above using their views to market the school, examining my values and practice and most importantly continually asking myself ‘why am I doing it?’ (Ibid).


In relation to the above Lomax’s view is that the action researcher puts ‘the distinctly educational values that we see as underpinning our work’ (Lomax and Evans, 1996:138) ‘up front’ (Lomax 1990b:11, 1994b:156, 1995:49).  For me personally, this is undoubtedly one of the most influential views which have shaped my work.  I agree strongly with Lomax that ‘Educational values provide the blueprint for professional action’ (Lomax, 1994c:116).  As mentioned above, I had an abundance of paths open to me.  The fact that I explored my values, putting them at the forefront of my study has meant that they have been a guiding light for me. Also I have stated elsewhere in this thesis (Chapter 2) my belief that we would have better schools and more content headteachers if they took the time to examine their values and put them ‘up front’ as a means of guiding their vision for their schools.


Lomax states ‘The enquiry goes beyond merely finding a technical solution to a concern and involves the researcher in achieving a deeper understanding of the values that underpin her own and others’ practice, and how these relate to the chosen outcomes’ (Lomax, 1995a:49).  This has been true in my project as through my collaboration, reflection, dialectic, reading of the literature, my presenting papers at conferences, a deeper understanding of my values has come about.  After five years I feel that my values are now so strong in terms of guiding me that I will follow them for the rest of my life.  They underpin and guide my practice on a daily basis and will continue to do so.  In my analysis of Lomax’s statement above that the enquiry ‘involves the researcher in  achieving a deeper understanding of the values that  underpin  her own and 

others’ practice, and how these relate to the chosen outcomes’ I undertook two studies, (i) of cassette-taping all my colleagues finding out whether their practice had suffered because of our incessant marketing, (ii) of analysing my own values with a view to seeing if I had actually been true to them.  Both of these studies were presented as conference papers at BERA and CARN with the latter being published (see Loftus 1997b, Loftus 1997c, Loftus and Selley 1999).

Improving my Practice


Lomax’s overview of action research in that ‘it  may be mundane and focused on small improvements in individual practice or it may be intended to influence whole institutions and ultimately public policies’ (Lomax, 1995:50) is a view that I have consciously utilised throughout my enquiry.  I would argue that (i) due to the fact that there have been so many small scale separate marketing activities, e.g. a new school sign, school video, school uniform, school prospectus and so on, with each of the above coming to completion through an action research cycle(s) that they have required separate approaches, skills, reflection which has meant that ‘small improvements in my individual practice’ have come about. (ii) My action research project was ‘intended to influence whole institutions’ in that it was used as a methodology whereby the case study institution could be marketed for the benefit of pupils through collaboration with the school community with solid reflection taking place through action research cycles so that no detriment to pupils’ education would take place. (iii)  My hope is that my work because it is unique in its field but generic to primary schools in general will be used to influence ‘public policy’.  In the thesis I have presented strong arguments as to why marketing can be destructive towards schools and pupils.  Using action research I have presented arguments as to how through living by my values the harmful effects of marketing can be minimised with marketing even being used effectively to enhance pupils’ education and well being.  I would hope that policy makers will be made aware of the findings which have come about from my work.  Lomax is dedicated to publishing the work of her students (see Lomax, 1990d:33-34).  Her publications of her students’ work through the BERA Dialogues (Lomax, 1989a, 1990a, 1991a) are ample evidence of this commitment.


Lomax’s statement ‘Action research as a form of educational research, incorporates a commitment to bring about improved practices as part of the research process.  It should lead to the development of mental powers and character for all involved in the research, particularly the researcher herself’ (Lomax, 1995a:50) has over the duration of my action research project become a reality for me.  In my thesis I give examples of my ‘improved practice’.  This has eventuated in my ‘living educational theory’ which I feel could not have come about without the ‘development of my mental powers’.   The ‘character’ which  has  developed  has come from the fact that (i) Through an analysis of my practice I have arrived at the situation where I am now confident in my ability to market the case study school without a negation of values in my practice.  (ii) I have the confidence to hold up my acquired epistemology to scrutiny from colleagues, headteachers, policymakers. 

Lomax’s work is governed by six principles of action research.  These are: 

1.  Action research is about seeking improvement by intervention.

2.  Action research involves the researcher as the main focus of the research.
3.  Action research is participatory and involves others as co-researchers rather than informants.
4.  Action research is a rigorous form of enquiry that leads to the generation of theory from practice.
5.  Action research needs continuous validation by ‘educated’ witnesses from the context it serves.
6.  Action research is a public form of enquiry.
(Lomax, 1995a:56)

I have aimed to use these six principles consistently throughout my project and feel that I have been successful in using all of them apart from principle number 3 (Chapter 8). 

Lomax has reminded me that  the quality of action research must not be taken for granted, as for it to be effective certain limiting factors must be avoided.  ‘The dangers in action research are where issues are not sharply delineated; where the focus is one-sided and over subjective; where the researcher is unaware of projection; and where there is insufficient outsider involvement to compensate for possible insider collusion i.e. where practitioners have a vested interest in getting a specific outcome’ (Lomax, 1995a:56).


As a response to the above warnings however, I would argue that my tutors, support set, critical friend, minimises this.  Furthermore, the fact that all M.Phil./PhD. Students at Kingston Hill, meet 6 times yearly as a dialectical and dialogical community, challenging, supporting, critiquing each other’s views and practice serves to minimise the above scenario even more.  In relation to my aforementioned view I therefore agree with Lomax wholeheartedly when she says ‘In my view the often colliding perspectives of different participants creates its own dialectic.  Both the conversation in which they engage and the critically self reflective enquiry that is the focus of that conversation, are empowering features of teacher research in that they force us to talk to each other in order that we can make sense of each other’s particular meanings  -----  Teacher research forces us to talk because it tends to be particular and therefore defies the homogenising forces of generalisability’ (Lomax, 1990b:9).

Involving Others


Lomax’s stating of the need to involve others in the enquiry is at the heart of her notions.  ‘I believe there is an imperative in action research to move from personal action to political action, and if we are to do this others must be involved as participants.  Where political action is missing, action research remains as a process of personal and academic education, but is ineffective in improving educational institutions’ (Lomax, 1991b:105).


The above position is totally in tune with one of my values ever since I began teaching in that I have always shared any knowledge or strategies I have gained with colleagues in my own or other schools.  I feel that good practice should not be hoarded but shared amongst teachers so as to benefit all pupils.  Indeed it is my deepest wish that this thesis will be used to help other senior managers to market their schools in a collaborative rather than competitive mode. 


Collaboration for Lomax ‘is not the same as getting information from research subjects as in traditional research’ (Lomax, 1990b:15). In Lomax’s view the action researcher should ‘engage others as collaborators, requesting their help in order to get feedback about their own practice -----  Others are not acting as informants about their own practices.  They help us to move outside the limiting experience of our own incestuous gaze upon ourselves by offering an outsider’s view.  Where the practice upon which we focus is shared’ (Ibid).  She outlines three types of collaboration which happen consistently within the Kingston University model of implementing action research. (i) a collaborator within the organisation where the action researcher works, who will question and provide a different prospective to that of the action researcher, a ‘critical friend’ (Lomax, 1991b:105-108; 1993b:10-11; 1994a:19-23; Lomax et al. 1996a:153-165).  (ii)  Where collaborators are a group of critical friends who share the action researcher’s reflections.  These are a ‘sounding board for proposed action’ (Lomax. 1990b:15). They evaluate, question, support - the ‘support set’ (Lomax, 1991a:105-108; 1993b:7-10, 1994a:14-19). (iii) Where collaborators are a group of peers consisting of fellow action researchers, colleagues, tutors and colleagues from the action researcher’s place of work.  This group judge the authenticity and the value of the action researcher’s work, they challenge as a group who are ‘the window between myself and the wide political organisational and professional context in which my practice is suspended’ (Lomax, 1990b:15) - the ‘validation group’ (Lomax, 1991a:110-112, 1993b:11; 1994a:23-24).


Throughout my enquiry I have had consistent access to the above three forms of collaboration.  I would however add that my consistent presentation of papers at conferences as a means of clarifying my understanding of my work (Loftus, 1993:6) has been another form of collaboration as the audience to which I have presented and received feedback from have been another form of validation group as in (iii) above.

Jack Whitehead

Jack Whitehead became external supervisor for my M.Phil/PhD. study in September 1993.  I had not worked closely with him before but had read accounts of his work and heard him speak at conferences over a three year period prior to this.  

The importance of values

Whitehead holds the view that the ‘reason that values are fundamental to educational theory is that education  is a value-laden activity. We cannot distinguish a process as education without making a value judgement’,  (Whitehead, 1989a:45).  Also,  ‘I am taking such values to be the human goals which we use to give our lives their particular form’  (Whitehead, 1985:96, 1989a:45, 1993a:71)


However, it is not enough that values are just chosen by the researcher, ‘we must justify the values that are used to give a form to the researcher’s life in education’ (Whitehead, 1985:99).  Also ‘In my view of educational research, educational researchers are resolving value conflicts in their enquiries and holding themselves responsible and accountable for living their educational values in their educational research’ (Whitehead, 1996b:21).  With reference to myself in relation to the above, my values were discussed strongly by my tutors and course director initially and have been held up publicly for discussion at meetings and conferences throughout my enquiry (Loftus, 1995d, 1996c, 1997c) becoming firmly embedded in our practice. (Whitehead, 1985:103).  These values must then guide us and they must be utilised to give a form to our lives in education (Whitehead, 1985:103, 1994a:8-9).


Certainly, throughout my project it would have been all too easy for me to get swept away in the turmoil of reforms marketing the case study school without consideration for pupils or community.  After all ‘survival’ was a major concern.


My values however have been my guiding light and have steered me through the last five years.


Whitehead believes values although embodied in our practice need scrutinization and that ‘their meaning can be communicated in the course of emergence in practice’ (Whitehead, 1989a:45). (see also Whitehead. 1993b:131).  I would argue that this is not always easy.  It can be a painful, frustrating experience particularly if the tide is continually flowing against you i.e. in my own situation where I have no choice but to work with the educational market forces e.g. formula funding, LMS, league table placings, even though I have never been given a say in their production.


Whitehead holds the view that a good place to start is from looking at the negation of our values in our practice.  We can then work to closing the gap between ‘the way I would like to see the world with my set of values, aims and ideals and the world of our practice’ (Whitehead, 1985:101).  It is this process which serves to move our educational development forward. (Whitehead, 1989a:45).


This view has been of major importance in both shaping my project and my educational development, in that I have had to look at (i) why my values are not being lived in my practice (ii) what forces/reasons are responsible for this situation (iii) what must be done to ‘close the gap’, therefore moving my educational development forward.

The Living ‘I’ and the ‘Living Contradiction’


Whitehead states that ‘as a reflective teacher educator who is undertaking an action enquiry into the process of improving the quality of learning for your students, you include your own ‘I’ as a living contradiction’ (Whitehead, 1994b:2, 1995:118).  If the living ‘I’ is not kept at the centre of the enquiry and in all discussions revolving around this then the action research will lose touch with reality and become an academic exercise.


Whitehead’s notion of the ‘living contradiction’ (Whitehead, 1980b, 1989b: 1995:118) is one that has guided, but more importantly has enabled me to be rigorous in my work.  Whitehead’s notion centres around the living ‘I’ (Whitehead, 1995:117).  When we analyse our practice and beliefs we can see our own ‘I’s’ existing as ‘living contradictions’.  That is we are holding educational values whilst at the same time negating them (Whitehead, 1989a:43, 1993a:71, 1998b:10).  When this situation exists the individual is in a state of being a ‘living contradiction’ (Whitehead 1993a:70 & 167, 1998b:10; 1990:34).  It is the tension caused by this contradiction which moves us to imagine alternative ways of improving our situation.  This revelation enables us to construct description and explanations for our educational development, as ‘the meanings of our values emerge in our attempts to overcome their negation’ (Whitehead, 1986:74) (Whitehead and Foster, 1984:44).

The above is to be used in Whitehead’s action/reflection cycle below.

· I experience a concern where my values are negated in practice.
· I imagine a way forward.
· I so act and gather data to enable me to make a judgement on the quality and effectiveness of my actions.
· I evaluate my actions in terms of my values and understandings.
· I modify my actions in the light of my evaluations.
(Whitehead 1985:98, 1995:122, Whitehead and Lomax, 1987:180)


This model has been of considerable help to me throughout my enquiry.  As stated previously my enquiry was strongly ‘value’ based therefore a systematic approach was welcomed.


Whitehead is however realistic, with regards to the ‘living I’.  His concern particularly is in its relation to educative communities and their role in cultural renewal and in improving social order (McNiff et al. 1992).  He feels that ‘with its emphasis on the practitioner researching his or her practice, there is a danger that the ‘I’ of the individual researcher might be separated from the social context and relationships in which the enquiry is located  (Whitehead, 1995:119).


I agree with Whitehead’s concern seeing it as a genuine concern but feel that from a personal position the fact that I am doing action research within a community with a view of studying and improving my own practice in an attempt to not only improve my own practice in helping me to live a better life but to share my findings helping others to live better lives which will hopefully help teachers to help their pupils to live better lives, does not separate the ‘I’ from the ‘social context’ to the extent Whitehead suggests.


For me, Whitehead’s philosophy incorporates three questions which he consistently urges researchers to ask themselves:

(i)  How do I improve my practice?

(ii)  How do I improve this process of education here?
(iii)  How do I live my values more fully in my practice?
These questions have led me to focus on my enquiry in a certain way using them as didactic.  This is as follows:

Firstly, [(ii) above] as a headteacher, despite market forces I have the desire to improve the education in our school.  Secondly, [(iii) above] I have values which I need to live by even though they oppose the philosophy of the market place.  I must persevere to live these values in practice because if I do then, thirdly [(i) above] will evolve as my practice will improve as a result of this.  If this can happen then the state of being where you as an individual ‘are experiencing tension at work because you are not fully living your educational values in your practice’ (Whitehead 1990:3) will be resolved.


I looked forward to achieving the scenario  where in five years’ time my theory would show that in terms of my practice and my being I could confidently reflect that ‘the explanations were embodied in my present practice in terms of an evaluation of my past and in terms of an intention to create something better in the future.  The explanatory principles which constitutes my explanations as ‘theory’ were the values I used to give my life its meaning and purpose and whose meanings had emerged through action’ (Whitehead, 1998a:9).

Dialectic and Dialogical


Whitehead’s model (Whitehead, 1985:98, 1995:122, Whitehead and Lomax, 1987:180) above, enables and supports this as the sequences involved are dialectical in nature in that they are grounded in question and answer.  Whitehead’s belief that ‘The inclusion of ‘I’ as a living contradiction in theoretical accounts does, I believe help to establish a dialectic in which creative and critical episodes of thought and action can alternate and interact’ (Whitehead, 1985) shows that the fact that when a researcher is the living ‘I’ in their enquiry they are in fact the subject and the object of the enquiry at the same time.  As they form their own living educational theories a new dialectical form of educational knowledge is being constructed.  

As outlined above this dialectical form does not happen easily.  It is constructed through a process of question and answer and requires individuals to question their values and actions seeking solutions which influence and improve their practice.

Questioning and answering oneself however is not the ideal.  I would agree with Whitehead that it is a strong starting point, but for an individual’s understanding to develop further something else is required.  This ‘something’ is a community of individuals (I would argue that they do not all have to be researchers) who have a willingness to enter into dialogue.  These communities are dialogical communities whose members are committed and concerned with moving each other’s understanding of practice forward by engaging in dialogue.

Within a dialogical community individuals will ideally give reasons/evidence why they feel they are living their values in their practices, stating the process whereby they have ‘come to know’.  Peers will then discuss this state of being sharing and constructively criticising the individual’s claim to knowledge as being valid or not.

A dialogical community is one that will not necessarily share every value an individual holds but is a community that will listen and be interests in an individual’s values.  Through this an individual feels confident that they can share their values; these values will be listened to and that they will be challenged thus enhancing professional commitment and an improvement in practice.

For me this is not as easy as it may seem i.e. criticising someone’s values and ideas yet still affirming their importance.  Usually the criticism we receive serves to deny our right to hold the values that we do.  As a living educational community however we are supporting our members in developing their own individual living educational theory. 

Throughout my project I have been fortunate to have been part of many dialogical communities who have critiqued my thoughts, actions, claims. Whitehead’s view ‘In a trusting atmosphere teachers will engage in the most savage self criticism of their own practice’ (Whitehead 1980a:90) is indeed true.  I can most definitely say that these critiques have served to enrich my practice bringing about a stronger living educational theory.

Living Educational Theories


Whitehead believes ‘that there is the need to create new forms of educational theory’ and that this view ‘rests upon the assumption that teachers and teacher educators need educational theory in order to understand and explain our professional practice’ (Whitehead, 1995:114) (see also Whitehead 1985:96).  Therefore ‘in the place of an educational theory which is constituted in terms of the disciplines of education, teacher-researchers are encouraged to generate their own personal educational theories which have arisen from their own attempts to sustain or improve a process of education with their pupils’ (Whitehead, 1983:175).  ‘The explanation which you give for your own practice is what should constitute educational theory’ (Whitehead, 1980a:91).


For me, this view is important as I feel that all teachers need a theory with which they can relate and identify, a theory that is able to ‘produce a description and explanation for my professional practice’ (Whitehead, 1989b:5).  With reference to Whitehead’s view “I hope that the theory originating from this thesis is going to be welcomed by headteachers who may read it saying “yes, I can really identify with this!” (diary entry conversation with Kingston University lecturer 25/1/99), will hopefully become a reality.


Whitehead does however have a firm view on the form of theory that should originate  ‘For educational theory  to be  directly related  to educational  practice  it must have the power to explain an individual’s development’ (Whitehead, 1985:98). For teachers, ‘their own personal educational theories’ are constructed ‘in the process of improving their professional practice’ (Whitehead, 1996a:5). ‘Living educational theories are, for me, the description and explanations which individuals offer for their own professional learning as they ask, answer and research questions of the kind, ‘how do I improve what I am doing?’ (Whitehead, 1998a:9).

As this ‘valid’ form of educational theory is emerging from their self-evaluations of their curriculum practice (Whitehead, 1986:73) and because it is an ‘individual’ examining their own practice, the theory that originates will be a living educational theory.  ‘Living theories are different from the traditional kind of theory in which the explanations are presented in terms of general concepts.  Living theories are part of the way individuals create their own form of life.  They are living because of the way they explain a present practice in terms of an evaluation of the past and in terms of an intention to create something better in the future in one’s own practice.  The fundamental explanatory principles are not presented in abstract, linguistic concepts, they are presented as values, embodied in one’s practice and embedded in a particular social context.  Their meanings emerge through practice’ (Whitehead, 1998a:1).  A living educational theory is ‘a process theory that offers a moving perspective on educational events.  It is formative rather than summative, it exemplifies the nature of the educational world as experienced and negotiated by practitioners within it.  It rests on the assumption that progress is dialectical.  It stresses the question rather than the answer’ (Whitehead and Lomax, 1987:177).


Whitehead states ‘a theory should be able to answer questions correctly why (my emphasis) things happen’ (Whitehead, 1985:99).  Because of Whitehead’s notion that our theory evolves through our practice, closing the gap between the way we would like to see the world with our set of values and the actual world of our practice (Whitehead and Foster 1984:44),  then in ‘the approach to the educational theory advocated here the ‘why’ questions are answered in terms of value’ (Whitehead, 1985:98).


For Whitehead it is only when an individual is able to hold up the actions that have been responsible for closing the gap between how they would like to see the world incorporating their values and the actual world of their practice that an individual can ‘hold up a claim to know his/her educational development as an ethical form of life’ (Whitehead, 1985:104).  Only then can the individual say that they have ‘generated a personal form of educational theory’ (Ibid).  He accepts that ‘the creation of our own living educational theories’ are anything but easy as they ‘show how we are struggling to express more fully and to justify the values’ that we hold. (Whitehead, 1996c:461).  It is however important that we strive to live our values in our practice within our institutions because as Whitehead (1992:4) states ‘In attempting to live more fully my values within the context of my workplace I believe that I am helping to produce a good social order’.  By implementing the above approach Whitehead believes that action research ‘enables all those individuals who wish to account for themselves to live a good and productive life’ (Whitehead, 1994a:8).

Conclusion

Action research provides the most effective research base for facilitating school improvement. My reasons for making such a statement, are that action research offered me the benefits of improving my practice through self-reflection; collaborating with my school community to hopefully bring about an enhanced school environment with greater learning opportunities for our pupils; a role as innovator and implementor  with the potential to bring about both beneficial individual and organisational change; the necessity of examining my own values and working towards improving my practice through living these values in my practice.


Other research methodologies would by their natures not make it possible for me +to carry out the above. In addition, I was carrying out research into an area which to the best of my knowledge, through a thorough review of the literature, has not been researched before.  Therefore, because of the enquiry which was exploring the effect of bringing a totally industrial concept of marketing alien to education actually into the domain of education,  plus the fact that I was an educationalist, holding values was of prime importance as I knew that the exploration of my educational values and their contradiction would be central to my study.  Other research methodologies did not emphasise such value analysis and therefore were not suitable for my enquiry.
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