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P dimy hedbed that beluy o reltextve apectator Tnvelves ohacrving not vily the situation but
one's own place in that situatfon. Lt ls being aware of self as an object of observation and reflecting on
cne's own perceptions and responses. At this point the process is highly iatrospective and individualistic.
Writing about oneself in this state, I believe, heightens that sense of origirality and uniqueness. 1 ask
that the writer "let go" and try not te luok for meanings self consclously at this early stage. The writer

is recenstructlng, remembering on paper. Patricla Carini describes this "letting go™.

"Remembering is first of all receptive to the thing as its abject. To receive
means to give over and to give up ... te give over your own energy and power by
giving up your precenceived ideas and the familiarity of the object™. (p.23)

When there is a collectlon of your own and others' narratives it becomes more pessible to see emerging

shapes. The process of clarifying and ordering can become more precise,

® Are there common elements which re-oceur?
# Is there a sequence of eveats?

@ Are there patterns of elements?

@« Are there significant issues?

e How are these things related to one another?
What is recognised can then be guestioned.

e UWhy did I notice (observe) these particular things? What is influencing my noticing?
o Why can I sa easily fit these elements together into a comfortable pattern?

e Why are there these contradictions? Where do they come from?

These are not all the possible questions arising from shaping but these kinds of questions can
begin to bring to consciousness some of the assumptions thab are implicit in practices. There is also
opportunity to explore their origins and effects. In doing this the individual begins moving into the

social sphere. Henry Giroux,when discussing 2 possible new sociology of curriculum in education, wrote:

"The new mode of curriculum must be deeply personal. DBut only in the sense that
it recognises individual uniqueness and needs as a part of a specific social
reality. Individual and socizl needs have to be linked and medlated through a
ceritical perspective tied to notions of emancipation.”" (p.253)

When there is an accumulation of writing and talking from all those involved, this kind of
questioning allows a critical examinarion that Ls firmly grounded in sccial context. The questions:

What have we learned? and What do we want to change? begin to take on a wider perspective.

For example, research may reveal that while the school policy, which was based on a state—
produced policy statement, recommends that attention should be focussed on the child's need to be educated
as an individual, what is happening in the research classrooms more closely resembles mass education. An
examination of this contradiction may lead to bringing classroom practice more into line with school poiicy,

but it could also lead te an examination of why the state and school policy have this emphasis.

In many ways it is my intention to lift the researcher out of his or her everyday realities in

order to shift focus so that those realities can be challenged.

Max Van Manen wrote that: “

"Teachers freely engage in much telk about their everyday curriculum practices.
But whether this talk is heard in the stalf room or arcund the curriculum



committee table, it seldom displays the level of deliberative reflectivity that one
might hope to hear. When teachers are invelved in the process of daily planning,
adapting materials, developing courses, arranging subject matter content, teaching,
evaluating, and so forth, they do so largely uncritically and unreflectively. This is
the attitude of everyday work. the practical in this sense is a concern of ordinary
life; it expresses itself in the routines or taken for granted grounds of daily
activities.” (p.206)

Even as I write this collection of my domain assumptions I know that this describes only part of
my beliefs and only part of my beliefs at this time. I know I awm stili learning, modifying, adapting,
questioning and in all this I am no different from the teachers with whom I work. Like them I believe the

effort is worthwhile,

in what feollows 1 intend to describe some of the anxieties teachers express when confronted with
what they see as the subjectivity of this approach. 1 alszo intend to elaborate on why T vecommend writing
as a way of documenting reflexive cbservations. In doing so I will draw cn some aspects of "A Suggested

format for Observations of {lassroom Fractice".

SUBJECTIVE RESEARCH

Teachers' past experience in schools and tertiary institutions and from many other reference
points most commonly has led them to accept as cenventional wisdom research meodels which stress the
scientific objectivity of the impartial, lmpersonal researcher. That a2ll ressarch is value-laden and
context bound is an idea that atrfirsc appears to them to be a little blasphemous. For many teachers all
research involves a need to have experts, quantitative data, controls of variables, setting up control

groups eteg, and finding the "truth".

In "Structures of Understanding and the Ontongenesis of Commitment", Head and Sutton challeage

this search for truth.

"rhe need to make sense of the world is essentially an emotional need. Furthermore,
as copnitive beliefs represent models of the world and cannot be established as
being true in an absolute sense, the cholce of one cognitive view in preference to
alternatives is likely to be made partially on subjective grounds. That statement
does not deny the possibility that there may be sound objective reasons for
preferring one theory in, say, physics to ancther, e.g. one theory may appear to fit
the data more closely, but that there are no objective grounds for. stating that a
belief is absclutely and always true". (p.3)

The classroom teacher in attempting to discover "what is" and/or explore "what might be," is also examining

his or her own beliefs.

Apart from this element of personal exploration which I will discuss in more detail later, how
possible is it to turm a classtoom into something which resembles the teachers' view of the necessary
conditions for scientific research. There are myriads of variables existing within any c¢lassroom at any one
time. Sara Delamont has described how quantitative studies in classrooms have shown that 'the teachers may
be engaging in a thousand inter-personal exchanges every day”. Teachers often comﬁe&t on the effects very
windy weather have on their students. Students in a class may have been involved in something in their
classroom in first lesson which a teacher coming in at fifth lesson knows nothing about but which continues
to effect those students throughout the day. Happenings which have not occurred within the school day may

also affect individuals or groups within a class and again a teacher may not be aware of thls.
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What happens in classrooms is affected by all the societal, peiltical and cultural pregsures
that the behaviours of any group within an institution both reflect and react to. The teacher too is subjeck
to as many elements of variability as his or her students. Given these circumstances there is no way that
a classroom experience can be trapped in its totality and recorded as "truth'. So whal is the peint of trying
to understand such complexity if at the end we can know s0 lirrle. My belief is that we will know a great
deal more than we did. Teachers and their students are making observations all the time but often, probably
because of the complexity of their situation, the end result may have an amorphous quality that makes
reflecting on what has occurred very difficult. Teachers and students may at the end of a lesson, for
exampie, have a feeling that it went well or badly but discussing why this was so may remain largely at a
level of intuition. The suggested "Format for Observation" allows the parcticipants more deliberately,

selectively and formally to reflect on their experience.

Only by such deliberate actions can there come an awarenass which is liberating.

"Curriculum theorists, teachers and students alike embody certain beliefs and practices,
concepts and norms that strongly influence how they perceive and structure their
educational experiences. These beliefs are historical and social 1n nature; moreover,
they may be the object of self reflection, or they may exist umnoticed by the
individual they influence. In the latter case, they serve to dominate rather than
serve the individual in question.” ({Giroux p.252).

I suggest to teachers that they may make brief notes during and after lessons and expand those
notes intec a more narrative form, if pessible, on the same day as the cbservations. I also recommend the
use of tape recorders and video tapes as adjuncts to observation., The teachers may view the tapes and
make notes and then wipe the tapes if they wish., Sectlons from transcripts can be used to illustrate
points in their narrative. Sometimes teachers see these recommendations as things which may radically
alter the "field of observation" and I do suggest that if these things are unusual in their classrooms
that they introduce them some time prior to their time for formal observation so that both they and their
students become more ‘accepting of these additions. I also say that I believe that bath teachers and
students often aevelop after a very short time habitual ways of working together and that no matter what
new elements are introduced they will tend to return very quickly to these habitual responses Lo each
other. That may seem a contradiction of my view of classroems being very dynamic places. I believe
classrooms do coatain contradiccions existing side by side with each other. The group of students who
say te their teacher that they have worked out a programme that they would like to work om for the next
three lesscns and the students who take out their textbooks and turn to page 31 even before the teacher

-arrives show that each has an understanding of what is appropriate and acceptable in both situations.

In the first situation those students with the same teacher may oeccasionally turn to page 31
but they may do so because they know this teacher uses many different kinds of learning situations and.
therefore they expect changes in methodology from that person as much as they might expect very few changes
from others. Both neache;s and students work out the likely expectations they may reliably have of each
cther., However, nec matter how nany strands remain fairly constant, there will be the othe; less reliable

factors operating from day to day, from minute to minute.

One aspect of the "Format for Observation” which I stress quite strongly when I talk to teachers
is that which includes students in the classroom research. Iz some classrooms and for some teachers this is

a streng intrusion which alters the 'field of observation'. If a teacher rarely informs students of his ar
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her inteations or consults them in any but rather superficial ways, let alone solicits their inmpressions

of what is happening, then putting this aspect into practice can be very disturbing. I see classroonm
research as a learning situation for all involved and therefore I see it as important that the perceptions
of all the learpers be explored. If a teacher really wants to discover whether students' perceptions

of what 1s happening might be congruent with his or her stated intentions, then recording student observa-
tions ié most valuable. Very young students can talk their perceptions which ecan be rape recorded or
gcribed by others. Older students can be recorded simiiar1§ or they can write about their perceptions

in much the same way as their teachers.

WRITING TO RECORD REFLEXIVE OBSERVATIONS

While I believe that transcriptions of tape recordings and video tapes are very useful in
recording classroom observations I also think they have certain limitations. Transcriptions can reveal
important elements in oral exchanges but they rarely include descriptions of those qualities of tone which
expand meaning. As a part of a wider narrative they can fllustrate aspects of oral exchanges but they rarely
include descriptions of those qualitles of tone which expand meaning, 4s a part of a wider narrative they
can illustrate aSpects‘of oral exchanges which are often an important part of classroom research. Video
taping, although a remarkable medium for recording sight, sound and movement, cannot record the thinking or
nuances of feeling being experienced during the event. The participants'® perceptions of what is happening
are rarely included in any narration accompanying the tape. Teachers and students being video-taped, even

when they have control over editing, are exposing themselves without being able toc explain themselves.

On the other hand,writing can be a highly personal, idiosyneratic mode of clarifying an
experience. It can allow the writer to reflect on an experience and give perceptions a shape which will
have meaning for gself. The writer can hear his ox her own voice. While I ask teacher-writers to "let go"
1 am aware that the very act of writing brings about some shaping. Later drafts refine thét shaping even

more .

"When we conmit ourgelves to paper the process of shaping experience is likely to
be a sharper one than it is im talk. The gap between transmission and reception
of written language allows a writer, if he needs to, to wrestle with his thoughts,
to work and re-work his formulatlon or projection or transformation of experience'.
{(Britton p.248)

When these written explorations are descriptions In a narrative form they involve anecdotes which

glve a context that expands meaning. Story telling is a universal means of communicating experience.

"For we dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, anticlpate, hope,
despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticise, construct, gossip, learn,
hate, and love by narrative. In order really to live, we make up stories about
ourselves and others, about the personal as well as the social past and Future'.
(Hardy p.13)

The writer explores the dramatic qualities of his or her experience through dialogue, digressions
and metaphors which elaborate upoﬁ this experience and help both the writer and reader make connections
between it and other experience and knowledge. The story may have gqualities which are expressed through
imagery containing not only meanings which reveal the individual self of the writer but also those which

provide links with common, widely recognised images.

oo, beliel systems tend to carry hidden, fmplictt metaphors often possesnlng o strony

emotional qualicy ..." (Head and Sutton p.6)
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When a teacher wrote about how reading his own writing,

"enabled me to see how the corner pieces of my educational jigsaw have now found
their place", : '

he was drawing on a common human experience in problem solving. He used the building image of corner stones
and the image of puzzle pleces which, when put together, would make a picture. He brought to his own puzzle

the same curiosity that caused people to attend to the ambiguities of oracles and shamen.

Story telling or writing has this intellectual element of sorting and sifring but it is

essentially a creative action and there can be no creation without emotion,

While £dich Weisskopf is writing specifically about children, I would like to apply the same

sentiment to their teachers,

"Just as we often deceive small children about the nature of biological creation,
we deceive older children by pretending that intellectual creation is unemotional.
Thus, by de-emoticnalising intellectuality and by keeping the sweet secret of
intellectual creation from youth, we suffocate inteliectual creativity', (p.54)

Neither can there be experience, which is the stuff of creation, without emotion. Teachetrs,
when they are observers, consciously reflexive or not, are experiencing and feeling emotion. I believe

there are some insights which are gained first and predominantly at an emotional level,

Writing about one's emotions is not done easily, eapecilally if there is a projected audience other

than self. The writer woerries about how such revelations will be received. "

%ammhammm@hm%t&ﬂm%wﬂlmthSme%cﬂmMgmewmm
himself, But feelings cannct be contrived. They can be simulated but no amount
of calculation will produce the genuine article. ... feelings will seem a risk.
The reception for your feelings will depend more on the good will of others than
on your pérsuasive powers'. (Coulson, p.7) :

w

When Witkin writes about "the intelligence of feeling”, he means feeling in all sensate
experience. When I ask teachers to take into account their emotional responses to expeviences 1 am asking
them to separate and focus. My experilence tells me that unless there is this recommendation they mostly

talk and write as though they have no emotilons, thereby lgnoring an important aspect of their own learning.

"Feelings are considered to be more subjective and less reliable categories, in
an empirical-analytic sense, of human thought. This is so even though we admit
how feelings uswally accompany beliefs. Feelings and knowledge go hand in hand
in the learning process”. (Max Van Mamen, p.216)

Writing about their emotions gives teachers, in Witkin's terms, a "holding form" so that recalling

to mind the lived experience becomes more possible.

In all this T do not mean to suggest that the teachers T work with only write. Some talk a great
deal to trusted colleagues throughout the period of their enguivry. Others prefer to taitk after they have
comploted writing. Some %o find the writing onercus - it is mot thelr preferred mode of communicating and
they Eind it easier either to talk to others first or ;hey monologue into a tape recorder ard then write.

A few intersperse writings with drawings. Talking.through an experience 1is, for many, as effective a way
of giving that experience clarity as writing and it has an additional value in that it involves an immediate
social interaction with others. But be;ng reflexive often involvgs a need to withdraw from others, to .

withdraw into self.
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I have sometimes compared the classroom researcher to an anthropologist who is net only observiag
people in a culture but is also functioning within that culture and is a part of it. 1 think the analegy is
insufficient as a description of the reflexive spectator. Each of us has our own world view. We each
perceive the world im a unique way. What we perceive is not based only on sensory information; we also
select on the basis of our learning, constructs of realities which have been developing all our lives and
in which are embedded our consciocus and unconscious ideologles. People reflect on their experiences ail

the time -~ it is a part of learning.

I may lie on a beach and observe the shapes, textures and colours around me, feel sand, sun,
wind and water, taste salt, smell seaweed and hear movements and sounds and in all these observations know
my senses are limited in what they tell me. I can become aware that,in the space between sandhills and surf
there is an illusion of walking through a valiey between sloping hiils of water and sand. I can "know'' that
if this were really so I would drown but I still see the image. I can close my eyes and become aware of the
kaleidoscope on the inside of my own eyelids. A child playing in the water may remind me of my own children
when they were young and lead me into thoughts and feelings which have rothing to de with my being at the

beach,

If 1 come to thils beach with the intention of correcting sand drift my observations are quite
different. I still bring with me all my knowledge and experience but I bring to this situation particular

pagt experiences and a particular set of beliefs or constructs which will strongly infiuence my observations.

A teacher coming into a classroom alsc observes in a selective fashion. The teacher has a world

view which will influence observation and one part of that world view is the teacher's assumptions about

education. I ask teachers to write about why a particular area of enguiry is important to them and why they
think it is imﬁorcant to their students because I think that in making explicit as many of our assumptions
as possible we can then more easily examine what might influence the way we see our world, why some aspects
of our classrooms jump so quickly to our attention and why parts of what we see are so much easier to
understand than others. We try toexplore our own blases, our “domain assumptions", about this corsmer of

our world.

Narrowing the point of‘entry into this exploration by focussing on one area over a short time
makes such an exploration less paralysing, more manageable, allowg us to act, to begin. However, the
starting focus may not remain as fixed an intention ag it was originally proposed. Reflexive
research ailows changes in intention during a study. During this time some aspects may become more dominant
than others, investigation may cause new aspects to arise. The researchers themselves are in the process of
changing. Sometimes changes cause some amxiety but, In fact, they are evidence of real learning based on

new understandings.

Reflexive research within the dynamic arena that is the school is something like painting a
picture. Evolving the intention of what to palnt may take some tlme and even when an image begins to take
shimmering form, still many rough sketches are needed to reduce, but not entirely remove that shimmer until
a focus begins to emerge and finally cne sketch looks more like our intention than others. We make other
decisions about materials and we prime board or canvas to receive our intention. Then we begin with

enthusiasm and some trepidation to transfer cur intention onto the canvas. While we paint we often have to
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stop and look and think in order to make decisions about celour, form, composition, texture., We make
mistakes which we attempt to rectlfy. When our painting is complete we know that many subtle changes to
our original intention have taken place - it is not exactly as we imagined it when we started, During the
time of evolving cur intentjon and the time of painting we have been affected by myriads of factors, not
all of which we haye been aware but we have tried to ba consciocus of them because we know they have
influgnced the picture. The pleture, {tself, now has a less shimmering shape and form which we can examine

and ponder over and show others.

When I ask teachers to take time out to spectate not only on what is happening to their students
but also on what is happening to them aad then spéculate about these happenings in relaticn to their assump-—
tions, they sometimes gain an impresslon that I am describing a kind of meditative introspection wherein a
disembodied apectator floats spectral~like around a classroom. Waile I believe teachers are able to collect
impressions while working in the ¢lassroom, I do not believe that prolonged reflection on those impressions
is possible at that time. Such reflection I can only and very imadequately describe as a kind of looking back
into my own mind to reflect on lmpressions of self and perceptions of experience in order to bring about a
heightened awareness, a more conscious distillation of experience. In doing so T can not only bring to
obgervation that experiénce but also other tacit knowledge becomes more explicit. I can become more aware of
some of the sources of my constructs of reality and how they developed, This knowledge may help me see that
my view of the world is mot immutable, My constructions are not natural laws. They are capable of being
changed, I can change.

"We 'see' in certain ways ~ that is, we interpret sensory information according to

certain rules - as a way of living. But these ways - these rules and interpretationg —
are, as a whele, neither fixed nor constant. We can learn naew rules and new inter—
pretations, as a result of which we shall literally see in new ways." {Raymend
Williams, p.34)

For this reason I believe that one of the most useful times for teachers to undertake classroom
research in the role of the reflexive spectator is when they are considering making changes in theiy
practice since such times cften involve changés in attitudes or beliefs. Times of ¢change are times of
discomfort and disturbance but they are also times of discovering one's own powers and ways of acting upon

the world.

"We respond to disturbance not only by remaking ourselves, but, if we can, by changing
the environment, Indeed these are parts of a single process, as consciousness and
reality interpenetrate.” (Raymond Williams, p.43)

However while this smancipatory element is very strong, for some teachers the most revelationary

aspect of thelr research invoives affirmation of some of their existing beliefs and practices.

Publication of such reflexive wrlting for other teachers can he useful because, while we each
construct our own realities, we also have many elements of these realities in common with others; otherwise
we would not be able to share ocur meanings in communicating with each other. Writing which describes the
life experiences of a colleague written by that colleague is easily recognisable as classroom realicy. It
speaks directly to the reader in ways that centrally produced curriculum materials never can., This deoes
not mean that a teacher reading such writing will have the same perceptions of learning if he or she
attempts a similar venture but it does show that it can be done and may help other teachers to perceive

alternatives which they may not have previously considered.
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APPENDIX I

suggested Format for Observation of (lassroom Practice. (Extract from 'The Clagsroom Teacher as Researcher’
English in Australia, No.55, March 1981, pp. 38-39.)

(This format can be bent, modified or adapted in any way that suits your enquiry or it need not be followed
at all.)

1, Why is this area of enquiry important to you?
Wiy do you think it is important to your students?

2., What is happening in your class in this area at the moment?

3. What de you want to change?
Why do you want to change this?
How will you go about it?

4. What happened when you carried this plan out?
Points of Focus (not in order)

a} Timwe: duration of project, time for reflection, pacing of project.

b} Resources: what materials or people did you use? How did you use them?

c} Observations: what did you see, hear happening? (Observation of self and students.)

d) Teelings: when did you feel frustrated, satisfied etc.? What do you think caused this?

@) What did you think about? Pid what was happening remind you of other experiences?

£) Decision making: who made the decisions? How were they made? On what basis? What are the
effect{s}?
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g) Student involvement: Did you explain, inform or comsult with students? How did you de it?
What effect did it have?

Questions for students, Questions for self,

a} What happened? What did you learn? B
b) What changes would you like if you did it again?
€) Other comments you would like to make.





