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Abstract

This paper points to literature from the new sciences (in particular, complexity theory related to self-organising systems and emergence) and from post-structural and pragmatic philosophy.  The aim is to make this theory more accessible to teachers while at the same time arguing its relevance to ongoing teacher education and research.  The paper highlights the need to move beyond psychological models of a person as an autonomous individual, the need to investigate how knowledge is constructed collectively through discourse, and the need to identify ways in which knowledge shapes individual and collective choices about how to act, and subsequent understanding of the consequences of action.  

A shift toward collective praxis in teacher education is a shift toward the development of a more collaborative, articulate, theoretically informed teaching profession where a shared goal is to foster learning through ongoing research, collective knowledge construction, and robust conversation.  I suggest that critical and collaborative forms of reflective practice which are informed by the theories articulated above provide fresh insights into the choices teachers have available to them within the complex settings which are their classrooms. 

Introduction

I locate myself as a teacher who reads philosophy and wonders why "the rational investigation of being, knowledge, and right contact" (Gordon, 1982) does not attract more attention within teacher education and research.  I do not set out to argue a position in an analytic philosophical tradition because the rhetoric of that tradition distances me as a teacher: I do not deny the worth of rational, analytic argument, but I seek other ways of understanding and relating to philosophical constructs such as ontology, epistemology and axiology.   

In this paper I report on the findings of a search for philosophical insights into gaining a better understanding of teaching as a social activity within a postmodern era. I discuss three philosophical approaches which are at odds with realism, which I take to be the dominant paradigm of the modernism.  I suggest that, although complexity theory, post-structuralism and pragmatism provide different lenses through which to view educational practices, they are neither better nor worse than realism - they are nothing other than different lenses which provide varied insights into ways in which I might understand contexts, experiences, and possible actions.  I bypass discussions about the relative merits of relativism and realism by seeking understandings of multiple, often contradictory ideas, each of which might be relevant at particular times, in particular settings.. 

This paper is a story of the insights that emerged during the recent writing of a PhD thesis. I write as a teacher who has taught in secondary schools, studied and taught in tertiary institutions, and worked as advisor, inspector and educational reviewer within the New Zealand education system.  I have gained degrees in mathematics (1969), psychology (1975), mathematics education (1991), and completed a doctoral thesis in 2003.  My planned PhD thesis was very different from the final product: I had began to write a (relatively predictable) empirical investigation using a feminist post-structuralist methodology, but stopped.  I resisted this approach because, as I read more sociology, philosophy, and critical theory, I found I wanted to explore more relevant, wide-reaching questions related to the assumptions that underpin Western thought.   I wanted to understand more about human actions in these times when we (internationally and locally) are struggling to understand how to live with and to value diversity.  

I stepped into the unknown with the confidence of a teacher on a quest into foreign territory - I sought multiple understandings, I sought to learn, but I already knew something of the space I was entering.  I knew that others had worked in spaces where the search for universal truth was longer paramount:  "Derrida recommends that we reject this logic of ‘either/or’, of binary oppositions, and adopt instead the logic of ‘both/and’" (Burr, 1996: 107).  I knew that fresh ideas do emerge to challenge traditional understandings, and that challenges to rationalism existed: in a discussion of Lyotard's (1984) Postmodern Condition, Lechte (1994: 248) wrote that "a new postmodern paradigm is coming into being, one that emphasises unpredictability, uncertainty, catastrophe …, chaos, and most of all, paralogy, or dissensus." XE "Lechte, John:Lyotard"  

Toward collective praxis in teacher education: complexity pragmatism and practice,  (Mayo, 2003) is structurally and stylistically an unconventional thesis, modelled partly on the work of post-structural theorists who identify and play with the constraints embedded in any prescribed form of communication (for example, Lather & Smithies (1997), Stronach & Maclure (1997)).  I tried to find relatively accessible ways of reporting on ideas that had emerged from reading texts which are largely inaccessible to teachers.  I call on some of these strategies within this paper, and seek comment on ways that these ideas might be used to bridge gaps between the discourses of teaching and those of philosophy. 

Toward pragmatism, complexity and post-structuralism

Within this paper I describe aspects of complexity theory, pragmatism, and post-structural theory in order to discuss their possible relevance to the practices of teaching.  Because it is a theme of this conference, I focus critically on the notion of individual identity and raise questions about other ways of viewing the self.  I explain why it is sometimes helpful for me to argue that, even though I have a history (as indicated above), I do not have an identity, and why it is sometimes helpful to think of the community of inquiry (which is my classroom) as a living entity.
When I began thinking seriously about my PhD thesis, around 1997, I read widely in the fields of  philosophy, sociology, feminist theory, critical pedagogy, and teacher reflective practice.  I sought ideas that might allow me to free my self from some of the hegemonic psychological assumptions that had influenced, but not dominated, my earlier thinking.  I already understood that knowledge was socially constructed (Burr, 1995; Morss, 1996) and believed that feminist and post-structural theory were allowing me to view the world in fresh ways - if we as individuals are socially constructed, I reasoned, then there were implications for teaching: more understanding was needed about ways in which collective ways of being together (as in classrooms) shape the ways in which we all act and interact in the present and in the future.  Knight Abowitz (2000) argues, for example, that student resistance is a form of communication which goes unheard by teachers who view misbehaviour in psychological terms.  What did this mean for teachers of alienated youth?  Should we be trying  to shape them into conformity?  No longer was community made up of an amalgam of relatively autonomous individuals, each with her/his own personality and identity who needed to learn to conform in appropriate ways, and to resist in effective ways: more was needed because the classroom is more than a mixture of individuals. I was also aware of Marxist, socialist, critical understandings where the unit of analysis was the social group, (class gender) which was bigger than the classroom.  I sought theory which studied the "classroom" as the unit of analysis, not the individual, not society as a whole, but the classroom.  Empirical studies of classroom behaviour and analysis of individuals or of social structuring abounded, but theoretical discussions of a-cohort-of-students-together-with-a-teacher as an entity seemed to be lacking (even the word is missing, "classroom" connotes a physical space rather than a dynamic, changing entity).  

I was not aware of pragmatism as a philosophical discourse, nor had I made an important connection between complexity theory  and the educational phenomena that interested me: I had not thought of language as a self-organising system as I now do, nor had I understood the ways in which the voices of individuals and of collectives might be seen as self-organising.  I did not class myself as a theorist, nor as an emerging theorist who would occupy what Schön (1987)
 refers to as the theoretical high-ground, but neither was I bogged down by the constraints of a mythical swampland of practice where ideas are not influenced by theories generated by others.   As a practitioner I saw myself as straddling theory and practice, being informed by both, reflexively and constantly seeking ways to interact with and learn from and within a changing world. 

I did not find theory which was all encompassing, nor did I seek it.  Rather I sought theory that could be applied in various ways in various settings - I read widely in search of relevance than in search of truth or of some greater Truth.  My searching strategy was to explore many kinds of theory (and therefore to slide over the surface of detailed discussions): I did not aim to select any one of them as preferable to any other, except within a particular context.   Any approach may be relevant as a tool to help teachers address the complex worlds of their classrooms, it is just that some approaches are more useful than others at various times: it is the role of the teacher, not the philosopher, to choose courses of action and to seek the vocabulary which will allow teachers to theorise about the consequences of their/our actions.  

My bias toward pragmatism is evident in that I talk of consequences, tools, utility.  My eclectic call on many, varied theories shows that my dominant voice, at this point in the discussion, is a pragmatic voice. 

Toward pragmatism

Pragmatism refers to American pragmatism, with its origins in James, Peirce, and Dewey and the Chicago School (Audi, 1995: 638), and to more recent incarnations of this construct.   

Pragmatism is a discourse that attempts to bridge where we are now with where we might end up. (Cherryholmes XE "Cherryholmes, Cleo H." , 1999: 3)

Pragmatism [is] a philosophical approach which embraces the work of a number of US philosophers, including C.S.Peirce XE "Peirce, Charles Sanders"  (1839-1914), William James and John Dewey XE "Dewey, John" .  Its central doctrine is that the meaning, and ultimately the truth, of a concept or proposition relates merely to its practical effects.  …  (Jary XE "Jary, David, & Jary, Julia"  and Jary, 1991: 517)

Cherryholmes XE "Cherryholmes, Cleo H." \r "pragmatism0" 

 XE "Cherryholmes, Cleo H."  argues (1999: 91) that: understanding pragmatism requires an understanding of how modernity has changed into postmodernity; modernism and rationalism have promoted logic at the expense of rhetoric, thus supporting the dogma of empirical research; less logic and more rhetoric is needed in order to persuade ourselves and others about the world and how it operates.  He continues:
This is a move from a predominantly modern to a postmodern way of thinking.  If educators make such a pragmatist and postmodern move - and I argue they will, sooner or later … they will be required to criticise, reinterpret, and, possibly, reject at times, conceptions of rationality, hierarchy, expertise, accountability, and differentiation that many, if not most, were trained to value and promote.  (Cherryholmes XE "Cherryholmes, Cleo H."  1999: 91) 
A shift to a pragmatic, postmodern way of thinking is often counter to concepts that teachers are trained to value yet teachers are very skilled at bypassing theory that does not seem relevant to them: I suggest that most teachers are already eclectic and creative in their choice of theory, but not that their theorising is pragmatic and not widely articulated.   Pragmatism is not distinct from postmodernism: in its emerging forms it calls upon postmodern theory, and every other kind of theory that has been named, and more.  

At this point, you as reader, or I as conference presenter, have a choice, either to divert attention and read the two glosses on pragmatism that appear as appendices 1 and 2, or to skip them and read on to continue the central argument of this paper.  If you, as a philosopher, have an understanding of pragmatism then the glosses will add little, but if you are not familiar with the term in this context then the material in the glosses provides not a simplistic introduction but a hint of the kinds of issues that might arise in discussion.  Mayo (2003) uses glosses such as these extensively as a way of encapsulating ideas without trivialising them nor discussing them in detail: I use them in the same way here. 

Pragmatism attracted my attention as a philosophical enterprise because it did not seek to investigate truth per se. but to focus on the consequences.   I had been unaware of the work of philosophers such as Rorty (1979 and later), Bernstein (1992), Putnam (1995), Fraser (1997), Gutting (1999), Knight Abowitz (2000):  I revelled in reading Eco's (1990) On Truth, a fiction; I wondered in what ways Wittgenstein might be regarded as a pragmatist; I returned to Cherryholmes (2001) work again and again because it links closely to teachers education.  From this amalgam of theory has emerged the maxim that "knowledge is the ability to perform effective actions" which has origins in Wittgenstein (see 1953: #151, for example), but which is clearly a pragmatic position with close links to postmodern thought [Kvale (1996:19) writes that where postmodern themes are pervasive, knowledge becomes the ability to perform effective actions].  

These pragmatic ideas gave me immense freedom to think and act in novel ways because they helped me to escape from the clutches of unadulterated realism.  I reasoned that the same might be true for other teachers.  The task I set myself, therefore, was to try to relate philosophical ideas to current educational practice in ways that are accessible and relevant for teachers.  

Transcending the constraints of realism and structuralism freed me from trying to identify/locate/ create the 'best' solution/practice/ideology/truth.  I stopped seeking the 'right' understanding, the 'correct' method, the 'best' theory to describe reality.  I stopped trying to create a coherent picture that would encompass the truth.  No longer did I need to choose between competing theories or settle on one model to be used in advance of a particular event.  I was now free to call on different theories in different settings, and for different purposes.  I did not need to locate myself as a coherent, congruent individual who could reconcile her understandings with those of others around her, I did not need to conform, nor did I need to be predictable in my way of responding in different situations. I realised that I had choices which allowed me discuss various perspectives, and to seek patterns within my conversations with others.  The notion that I could view myself as an amalgam of voices emerged: I was, at last, able to find ways of understanding the apparent conflicts between the physical and social sciences, and between realism and relativism.  The notion that many theories may be valid and useful in different settings, and that it was hegemonic to seek the single best theory for anything dawned slowly.  

Toward complexity theory

The pattern of emergence of these ideas intrigued me.  Gradually fresh ideas dawned as I read and tested out my ideas with colleagues and students.  I read from different fields and, gradually as patterns began to emerge, I realised that I was calling on my understandings of chaos theory to help me recognise that small random events (a snippet of conversation from the radio, a book that caught my eye in the library, a statement made by a student) were coalescing into patterns that were larger than the randomness.  

Meg Wheatley's (1999) Leadership and the new science reminded me that the enlightenment sciences had been superseded by quantum mechanics and chaos theory where action is cannot be described in Newtonian terms.  Steven Johnson's (2001) Emergence: the connected lives of ants, brains, cities and software taught me about research into self-organising systems and emergence (see appendix 4), and reminded me of earlier readings of Gleick (1988) which introduced me to fractals, and the butterfly effect.  These ideas are no longer absent in the popular media: science and nature programmes on television and in magazines report on how simple rules can predict the patterns, but not the detail, of complex event such as weather patterns or the flight paths of insects.  

Again, you-as-reader have the option of skipping to appendices 3 and 4 which expand a little on the notions of complexity theory and self-organising systems and proceeding on with the central discussion of this paper.  

Thinking of a classroom or a school as a self-organising system was new to me but I soon found the ideas embedded in the work of educational theory texts, for example, in the work of Morrison (1998), Bronfenbrenner (1979), Davis et.al. (2000), Biddulph, et al. (2003), Sumara & Davis (1997), Fullan (2003), and Jeanette (Jan) Lancaster's (2003) paper at the PESA conference.   Understandings of complexity theory (see exhibit 3, above) are opening up new horizons and new ways of understanding and interrogating the practices of teaching. 

You cannot get to new horizons without grasping the essence of complexity theory.  The trick is to become a tad more comfortable with the awful mystery of complex systems, to … resist trying to control the uncontrollable, and to learn to use key complexity concepts to design and guide more powerful learning systems.  You need to tweak and trust the process of change while knowing that it is unpredictable.  (Fullan, 2003: 21)

Toward post-structuralism

Postmodern theorists pointed me to understanding that language with its perpetual internal reorganisation and restructuring can be thought of as an emerging, self-organising system.

Appendices 5 and 6 provide a reference point for conceptualising post-structuralism; they provide an understanding of the importance of poststructural thought for me as a teacher.  

Post-structuralism has allowed me to question modernist assumptions, in particular assumptions which permeate mainstream educational psychology.  Kincheloe (1999) explains this need by arguing that psychological explanations of human behaviour, and in particular of learning, are misleading. 
Mainstream educational psychology operating in the tradition of the modernist scientific revolution fails to recognise the kind of beings that we are: culturally embedded entities wracked by the unpredictable dynamics of rationality and irrationality, struggling to make our way and understanding our actions in the complex interactions of everyday life.  Without an appreciation of such realities, widely accepted psychological explanations of human behaviour in general and of learning in particular are misleading.   (Kincheloe, 1999: 4)

Moving beyond a reliance on psychological models  …

… toward fresh considerations of self and identity

Mayo (2003) describes a post-structural form of self which emerges in a society which is dominated by individualistic assumptions.  In this model, the self is eclectic and pluralist: in this model, the self calls on ideas from a multitude of theoretical and experiential perspectives and selects, in a pragmatic way, from the choices of action that are available to it.

The self that I have described is socially constructed, it is pragmatic, it does not depend for its understanding of itself upon any pre-established essence, yet at the same time it recognises the effects of experience, habit and tradition on its creation; there is an Inner, a consciousness, a voice (or set of voices that interact with each other) which behaves differently at different times.  My Inner is embodied: it is never separate from, and is always influenced by, my physical self and the worlds in which we all live.  (Mayo, 2003: 157)

Post-structural, and in particular particularly feminist post-structuralist, challenges to traditional forms of writing and argument have opened up fresh possibilities of communication and therefore, fresh possibilities for understanding the self.  Calvin Schrag (1997) attempts to step beyond the debates that separate modernity and postmodernity to describe a self which is constituted in multiple ways.   

The self after postmodernity: Schrag (1997)  

Schrag XE "Schrag, Calvin O.:modernism" ’s (1997) discussion of the self after postmodernity begins with the criticism that modernism has split knowledge off into the culture-spheres of science, morality, art and religion (ibid: 5).  Schrag’s construction of self is based on ways in which the self is constituted through discourse, action, community, and transcendence.  His construction provides a model of selfhood that challenges current, commonsense, “modern epistemological or foundational construals of self as transparent mind” (ibid: 8-9), yet he does not, as he accuses the postmodernists of doing, jettison every sense of self (ibid:9).   The self is defined through its communicative practices.      

In the aftermath of the deconstruction of traditional metaphysics and epistemology, a new self emerges - like a phoenix from the ashes - a praxis-oriented self, defined by its communicative practices, oriented toward an understanding of itself in its discourse, its action, its being with others, and its experience of transcendence. (Schrag, 1997: 9) 

This understanding is in accord with the writing of Wittgenstein XE "Wittgenstein, Ludwig:Inner"  and his successors in relation to the Inner (Johnston XE "Johnston, Paul" , 1993), and it does not conflict with postmodern psychological theorists who challenge essentialism while they promote social constructionism (Burr XE "Burr, Vivienne:social constructionism" , 1996; Morss XE "Morss, John R" , 1996).  Schrag's model opens up fresh understandings of the relationship between self and praxis, and the self and community.  

A shift toward collective praxis 

COLLECTIVE   Term used to describe a group of people working together for mutual support or advantage (and a key feature of socialist societies), the contemporary feminist use … first appeared in the 1970s.  Women rejected the hierarchical, authoritarian and undemocratic manner in which male-dominated organisations were usually run.  (Gamble XE "Gamble, Sarah"  2000: 206)

While there is a shared interest or mutual support within a collective in the sense in which I use it, there is no assumption that views will converge: collective research is different from collaborative or co-operative research where people work together to produce shared outcomes.  A collective focuses on a shared issue, it may generate wildly different approaches to researching or addressing the issue, but it values these differences because they open up new ways of addressing the central concern or research issue of the collective endeavour.

A collective obeys the principles of a self-organising system (I call, here, upon the principles described in appendix 4):  there is interaction among neighbours (members of the collective); patterns related to the emerging-object are investigated and recognised; there are feedback mechanisms through which the members of the collective analyse the consequences of their actions to date and consider what actions to take from here; most importantly, the direction of the collective emerges rather than being guided by some pre-determined ideology.   This evolutionary aspect of self-organising systems locates them as distinct from organisations which are brought together and driven by bodies or policies external to the group as a whole: where external dominance takes control the system loses its internal coherence.  Collectives must avoid state or other external control in order to remain self-organising systems. 

A classroom in which teacher and students are together for an extended period of time such a year is a place where behaviours and attitudes are shaped, collectively, as individuals interact, compete and grow together.  A classroom is an example a self-organising system where a particular culture, or a particular way of being and learning, emerges over time - nurtured by the teacher but dependent of the interactions of each participant.  Even though the context is constrained by external factors, the patterns (but not the details) of routines and interactions become predictable - these patterns are the focus of empirical studies into classroom activity.   Viewed through this lens, the role of the teacher is that of shaping an emerging (constantly emerging) learning culture; the task of teaching involves constantly shaping and responding to the random events of human interaction in ways that foster a healthy community where growth, learning and inquiry is the focus.  I champion theories which emerge from praxis to the extent that I have come to think of the role of an idealised teacher who theorises about her/his practice and is informed by the ideas of others as a 'praxitioner' 
praxis … 1a Action, practice; spec. the practice of a  technical subject or art, as opp. to or arising out of the theory of it. … b Habitual action, accepted practice, custom.  … c  XE "NSOED"  In Marxism, the willed action by which a theory or philosophy becomes a practical social activity. (New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (NSOED, 1993))


My wish is that praxis should become a term which is understood and used broadly.  By constructing the term praxitioner, I seek to turn praxis in upon itself so that the second definition (b) describes the third (c).  I seek a situation where the “habitual action, accepted practice and custom” (b), of both individuals and groups, is willed action in which theory and philosophies become integrated into practical social activities (c).  I seek a situation where theories and philosophies are not applied but are used habitually, thoughtfully, consciously, and systematically as lenses within praxis.  One who is a practitioner and who also seeks insights from the work of others and seeks to foster collective well-being is, in my language, acting as a praxitioner: she/he may (at various times) be using a praxitioner pedagogy, be engaged in praxitioner research, or be part of a praxitioner collective.  

I promote a shift toward greater understanding of collectivity and praxis.   When I seek a shift toward collective praxis I do not challenge the importance of individual scholarship, but I support the need to learn more about and to foster collective ways of working.  Collectivity and individuality are complementary and inseparable.  

Toward paralogical conversations which celebrate dissensus (Lyotard, 1984) 

My attempts to write in ways that are different from traditional forms are aimed at opening up possibilities for the development of knowledge, wisdom, and choices of future actions, collectively as well as within "human persons" as in this third strand of this conference. An important question for a group such as PESA relates to finding ways of opening up diverse forms of discussion which promote robust, ongoing conversations which involve teachers as active participants.    

By seeking to open up and value varied (as opposed to traditional, constrained or ritualistic) forms of communication, I am trying to foster robust conversation where voices of difference might be heard.  If some forms of speech are silenced then some forms of growth are inhibited.  In its most extreme form, silencing has been likened to a "terrorist act."  [The phrase "terrorist act." appears in Lechte's (1994: 248) discussion of Lyotard's (1984) terms paralogy and dissensus which are discussed in appendix 7.]

Within societies that value diversity, varied forms of communication are sought and valued.  Different kinds of idea need to emerge in different ways.  It is through ongoing conversation that the interpretations made by empirical researchers are blended with the practices of teachers.  The work of blending ideas from research and from practice takes place within ongoing conversations in staff rooms, through teacher professional development, within classrooms.  Teachers learn by  theorising, talking with each other, gossiping(*), philosophising, investigating the ideas of others, seeking consensus, seeking difference, seeking understanding, testing their own understandings - in short, we use a variety of logical and paralogical strategies to develop our understandings of the possibilities we might bring into our teaching.

A  postrealist philosophical shift (Scheurich, 1997) is needed in order to foster more critically aware networks of teachers.  Such a shift would involve understandings that are articulated within poststructural, complexity, and pragmatic discussions .  

It is important to re-awaken the educational community to the place of philosophy (thinking, critiquing, seeking understanding, seeking diverse perspectives) in the fractured world of this century.  Within the Australasian context, this could be seen as a shift in scholarly attention from NZARE/AARE to PESA.  For teachers, this could be seen as a shift in focus from various forms of Action Research which focus on empirical data collection (and in some cases focus on short-term, perhaps poorly-theorised, instrumental ends) to a more critical, reflective form of practitioner research where empirical data inform teachers' underlying philosophical and theoretical understandings about the assumptions that influence the practices of teaching.  Teachers need to do this work themselves: other researchers or theorists cannot do it for them.  Collaborative relationships need to be developed between practising teachers and philosophical communities; critical and collaborative forms of teacher reflective practice need to be promoted.  

Appendix 8 introduces emerging theory about the ongoing, critical and collective forms of professional reflective practice. 

I have constructed the notion of a critically reflective praxitioner/practitioner as a caucus of voices, each of which tries to shape the actions of the individual practitioner.  Similarly, any collective is a caucus which has a common cause but which speaks with varied voices.  When I call for a shift toward collective praxis in teacher education, I am calling on the collective voices of teachers, teacher educators and others from the education and lay communities to work together to address the shared social and educational issues of our times.  

I conclude by championing the notion that ongoing paralogical conversations which foster philosophical, reflective approaches to the interpretation of experience within teaching and learning (i.e., life) are valid forms of practitioner activity which need to be promoted within the literature of educational research: teacher professional growth is enhanced by a focus on such conversations.  By showing my hand as an amateur philosopher with an unusually wide experiential background in educational practice, I raise questions about ways in which teachers might have greater access to the freedoms that are implicit in emerging, insightful philosophic approaches, in particular pragmatism, post-structuralism and complexity theory.  
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Appendices

Appendix  1 

 Gloss on Pragmatism 
 - Cherryholmes XE "Cherryholmes, Cleo H." : we choose our way of life

Cleo Cherryholmes XE "Cherryholmes, Cleo H." ’ (1999) text, Reading Pragmatism, contains, in an appendix, twenty responses to the question “What does it mean to be interested in the consequences of pragmatism?”.   This question is, of course, a pragmatic one in that it seeks meaning about consequences and ways of considering the future.  

The responses quoted below are claims about the nature of pragmatic inquiry, its openness, and its consequences.  Each hints at a philosophy which interests me as a teacher who wonders what and how to teach.  

4
Because pragmatism is anticipatory and forward looking, it is inductive.  Therefore pragmatists are fallibilists.  Unless the future is like the past and we know the past completely and correctly, whatever we anticipate may be in error.  Pragmatists expect that even our most deeply held beliefs may someday need revision (Cherryholmes XE "Cherryholmes, Cleo H." , 1999: 124, italics in original).  … 

15 … Because of their inclusiveness and commitment to democracy, pragmatists  ascribe to the tenet: 

16 Do not block inquiry.  Pragmatist inquiry continually reweaves our web of beliefs and tastes (ibid: 126, italics in original).  …

20 The result (a pragmatic outcome) is that as we anticipate consequences of our beliefs and actions, we choose our society and way of life  (ibid: 126, italics, numbering and punctuation are in the original.).

(Mayo, 2003: 119)

Appendix 2      
Gloss on Pragmatism 
as defined by Britannica

Major theses of philosophical pragmatism

During the first quarter of the 20th century, Pragmatism was the most influential philosophy in America, exerting an impact on the study of law, education, political and social theory, art, and religion. Six fundamental theses of this philosophy can be distinguished. It is, however, unlikely that any one thinker would have subscribed to them all; and even on points of agreement, varying interpretations mark the thought and temper of the major Pragmatists. The six theses are: 

  1. Responsive to Idealism and evolutionary theory, Pragmatists have emphasized the "plastic" nature of reality and the practical function of knowledge as an instrument for adapting to reality and controlling it.  … 

  2. Pragmatism is a continuation of critical Empiricism in emphasizing the priority of actual experience over fixed principles and a priori reasoning in critical investigation. …

  3. The pragmatic meaning of an idea, belief, or proposition is said to reside in the distinct class of specific experimental or practical consequences  that result from the use, application, or entertainment of the notion. …

  4. While most philosophers have defined truth in terms of a belief's "coherence" within a pattern of other beliefs or as the "correspondence" between a proposition and an actual state of affairs, Pragmatism has, in contrast, generally held that truth, like meaning is to be found in the process of verification. …

  5. In keeping with their understanding of meaning and truth, Pragmatists have interpreted ideas as instruments and plans of action. …

6. In methodology, Pragmatism is a broad philosophical attitude toward the formation of concepts, hypotheses, and theories and their justification. …    (Britannica XE "Britannica, Encyclopaedia." , 1999)

(Mayo, 2003: 124)

Appendix 3  
Gloss on Complexity 
theory

Complex systems can …be studied from points of view which can be seen as complementary rather than competitive.  The choice of theoretical approach depends mainly on the type of insight that is sought.  (Skyttner XE "Skyttner, Lars" , 1996: 26)

My use of the term complexity connotes the emergence of “holistic thinking” (Skyttner, 1996, chapter 1) and systems theory which, when applied to societal problems, invites a different approach to problem solving from those that dominate research within the physical sciences. 

Planners and problem solvers dealing with large-scale societal problems have long been aware that their situations are quite different from those of ordinary scientists and engineers.  Classical methods of science and engineering have little if any relevance to their work.  … societal systems have no goals to be achieved, rather they have relations to be maintained.  (Ibid: 248)

Skyttner points out that  H. Rittel and M. Webber XE "Webber, M." \t "See Rittel" ’s XE "Rittel, H. and Webber, M.:wicked problems"  (1974) main thesis is:

that social problems (which they call wicked problems XE "wicked problem" ) are never solved.  At best they are only resolved - over and over again.  (Ibid: 248)

(Mayo, 2003: 22)

Appendix 4
Gloss on Self
-organising systems

Self-organising systems are analysed in terms of the patterns of organisation rather than by considering the individual actions of the individual components within the organisation.  

In the simplest terms, they [self-organising systems] solve problems by drawing on masses of relatively stupid elements rather than a single, intelligent “executive branch.” … The movement from low-level rules to higher-level sophistication is what we call emergence.  (Johnson XE "Johnson, Steven:self-organising systems" , 2001: 18, italics added)

Self-organising systems rely on four core principles: 

the interaction of neighbours, 

the recognition of patterns, 

feedback mechanisms XE "feedback mechanisms" , 

indirect control. (Ibid: 22)

Each principle contributes to the central idea that the focus is not on the individual within the system but rather on essential features of the organisation: the neighbours who interact are the elements that make up the system; the kinds of patterns are identified within the organisation, by those who are part of the system; individuals are given feedback as a part of the system; the whole organism/organisation is not directly controlled by a hierarchical decision-making structure: instead, patterns emerge, and understandings exist within the networks, and communication and feedback mechanisms.  The organism/organisation emerges afresh in response to challenges from its environment.  Under this construction, a self-organising system XE "self-organising systems"  is a living, dynamic life-form.  

(Mayo, 2003: 23-24)

Appendix 5
Gloss on Post
-structuralism

Patti Lather XE "Lather, Patti"  generally uses post-structuralism to mean “the working out of academic theory within the culture of postmodernism” (Lather 1992: 90); whereas structuralism is premised on efforts to scientize language or to posit it as systematizable, post-structuralism’s focus is on what is left over after the categorisations have been made; the French post-structuralists argue that “structuralism’s basic thesis of the universal and unconscious laws of human society and the human mind are part of the bureaucratic and technocratic systems they opposed” (ibid 90).  

John Lechte XE "Lechte, John"  (1994) writes that post-structural thought examines writing as the paradoxical source of subjectivity and culture, whereas once it was thought to be secondary.  Most importantly, post-structuralism is an investigation as to how this is so.  (Lechte 1994: 95)

Structuralism and post-structuralism are distinguishable, yet irrevocably complementary.  Both are anti-essentialist:  

Saussure XE "Saussure, Ferdinand de" , even if he did not recognise the full implications of what he was arguing, inspired the view that to focus on material practices is the way to come to grips with the full, and most anti-essentialist, meaning of ‘structure’.  (Lechte XE "Lechte, John:Saussure" , 1994: 37)  

(Mayo, 2003: 89)

Appendix 6  
Gloss on teacher's praxis and postmodern threory

As a teacher I have found that the words of postmodern/post-structuralist theorists have resonated with me.  I match some of my personal understandings of teaching (on the left) with words of some theorists (on the right): 

	It seems to me that knowledge about what is happening in a the classroom has always been "unruly." 
	It is the unruliness of knowledge that challenges us now."  (Stronach and Maclure, 1997: 98).

	My practical questions as a teacher have always been linked with knowing how to act in effective ways.
	[Where postmodern themes are pervasive, k]nowledge becomes the ability to perform effective actions.  (Kvale, 1996: 19 )

	I believe that the future is unpredictable, that unexpected events can alter the best laid plans, and that established truths are merely guides - we cannot rely on the theory - we must adapt to changing circumstances.
	It is irresponsible to continue to privilege the escape clauses of a foundational appeal.  (Stronach and Maclure, 1997: 98)

	It is important to watch for patterns in the classroom, and to use them to shape decision-making related to future actions.
	Postmodern deconstruction must address rather than arrest the ‘mobilisation’ of meaning in educational policy, and attend to the uncertain trajectories of meanings in contemporary times.  (Ibid: 97, italics added)

	Many dualisms that appear to be simple either/or issues may be better understood by looking differently on the constructs: what do they have in common, and how do they differ?  what are the advantages of calling on this theory, and when is that one more relevant?
	Derrida recommends that we reject this logic of ‘either/or’, of binary oppositions, and adopt instead the logic of ‘both/and’. (Burr, 1996: 107)

	People are not separate from the world - they are part of it and their actions shape the social world in which we all live
	Thus rather than think of the individual and society as forming the opposite sides of a dichotomy, we should instead think of them as inseparable components of the same system, neither of which can make sense without the other.  The individual/society system is therefore the unit of study, as neither term refers to something which, of itself, can be properly understood.  (Ibid: 108)

	It is important to transcend constructions of self-as-autonomous.  (This statement is influenced by the work of feminist and post-structuralist theorists who have written about the self, on Wittgenstein's (1953) notion of the Inner (Johnstone, 1993), and Schrag's praxis oriented self.)

	In the aftermath of the deconstruction of traditional metaphysics and epistemology, a new self emerges - like a phoenix from the ashes - a praxis-oriented self, defined by its communicative practices, oriented toward an understanding of itself in its discourse, its action, its being with others, and its experience of transcendence. (Schrag, 1997: 9)


(Mayo, 2004: emerging work)

Appendix 7
Gloss on Lyotard:  Paralogy 
and dissensus

The term paralogy emerges from Lyotard XE "Lyotard, Jean-François" ’s observations that: 

a new postmodern paradigm is coming into being, one that emphasises unpredicatability, uncertainty, catastrophe …, chaos, and most of all, paralogy, or dissensus. (Lechte XE "Lechte, John:Lyotard" , 1994: 248) 

The use Lyotard (1984) makes of the term paralogy does not correspond neatly to NSOED XE "NSOED" ’s (1992) definitions: NSOED does not define parology; its defines paralogical as “involving or characterised by false reasoning; illogical; unreasonable”; the use Lyotard makes of paralogy is more correctly understood by linking NSOED’s  para- to logical, where para- has the sense of being “beyond or distinct from, but analogous and parallel to”, thus paralogical would connote being distinct from but analogous to the logical; logical pertains to formal or logical argument, thus paralogical pertains to arguments that are distinct from, yet analogous and parallel to, formal or logical argument.  Logical arguments are to realism as Paralogical Conversations are to Pragmatism.  Thus,  paralogical conversations are conversations where different ideas and opinions are deliberately sought in order that each participant might gain greater insight into the issues under consideration, and so that the group as a whole might notice where their understandings are in accord, and where they differ. 

Dissensus challenges the existing rules of the game.  Paralogy becomes impossible when recognition is withheld and legitimacy denied for new moves in the game.  Silencing, or eliminating a player from the game is the equivalent of a terrorist act.  (Ibid: 248)

The paralogical runs alongside and complements the logical; the former cannot eliminate the latter (to attempt to eliminate the rational would be to attempt to silence it, which (apart from being nonsensical) would be an act of terrorism).  This understanding of paralogy provides, perpetually, scope for voices that are at variance with dominant rules of argumentation and validation.  

(Mayo, 2003: 214)

Appendix 8 
Toward critical and collective forms of reflective practice 

The following understandings are conducive to critical and collaborative forms of reflective practice.  It is not envisaged that these understandings set out to describe or prescribe the characteristics of some kind of essential, critically-reflective praxitioner: rather they represent propensities, tendencies, or patterns which might be ascribed within some discourses.   

(1) The teacher is an embodied practitioner, a learner, who is guided and informed, always, by theoretical understandings and experiential knowledge which she/he brings to a situation, and by her/his ability to observe, interpret, and make judgements about the possible consequences of any action she/he might take in response to the complex environment of the classroom.  

(2) To the extent that teachers modify their teaching on the basis of their current perceptions, teaching is always experimental (Dewey,  1938) - teachers are forever adjusting their actions to take their understandings into account, and vice versa.  This is, following Schön XE "Schön, Donald"  (1983), reflection-in-action.   

(3) Teachers reflect by testing out their beliefs and perceptions and challenging their assumptions by gathering data from a variety of sources.  Key sources of data (or lenses through which to view practice (Brookfield, 1995)) include *the teacher's own autobiographical experiences, *the experiences of the students she/he teaches and the understandings those students have about what helps and hinders their learning, * the experiences and understandings of their colleagues, and * the theories and stories that are recorded in academic literature and those that are available through the media. Data from all these sources compete for a place within the philosophy that underpins the practices of any teacher.

(4) Teachers who claim to be critically reflective seek to understand their own assumptions (causal, prescriptive and paradigmatic) and hegemonies embedded in social practices (Brookfield, 1995).  This includes the understanding that reflective practice, in its own right, is hegemonic to the extent that it turns the responsibility for quality teaching and improvement within the educational system back onto teachers without giving them the power or resources to address systemic issues.  

Reflection … becomes a means of focusing upon ends that are determined by others, not as an active process of contesting, debating, and determining the nature of those ends.  (Smyth XE "Smyth, John" : 1992: 280)

(5) Teachers who are aware of critical and post-structural theory question and challenge the status quo, constantly asking questions about how the tendency for power to accumulate (within centralised bureaucracies and other pockets of privilege) might be contested and destabilised.  At the same time these teachers recognise the need to work within a complex educational system whose overt goals are emancipatory: they live with the need to balance these tensions.   Critical questions, such as those described by Smyth XE "Smyth, John:four critical questions"  (1992) foster skills in identifying current actions and beliefs, seeking other ways looking at an issue, confronting assumptions and watching out for hegemonic effects, and reconstructing actions in ways that might address these issues.  

(6)  A teacher who has an understanding of social constructionism recognises that her/his knowledge arises within social contexts and that she/he can (and might choose to) challenge the tendency for reflective practice (as an approach to ongoing teacher education) to undermine the teacher by fostering individual guilt about the quality of her/his teaching (Parker 1997).  By fostering the notion that the individual is an autonomous actor located on a stage where she/he carries personal responsibility, reflective practice tends to obscure the socio-cultural factors that limit the range of possible classroom performances.  

(7) A teacher who has a pragmatic awareness that we create (through our collective activities in the present) the societies in which we will live in the future, seeks to construct shared understandings about consequences of actions.  She/he seeks to work collectively with others to build structures which shape short-term actions so that they tend to support the long-term goals of the collective.  Structures (not individuals) are be monitored for their effectiveness based on this criterion.    

(8) Practitioner research where teachers work collectively to investigate the consequences of their own teaching practices is a form of research which promotes collective praxis.  

(9) Teachers who choose their actions within context, from a range of possible actions, recognise that both creativity and consistency are both important in shaping future behaviour, and to find a healthy balance is an important skill to develop.  Teachers who choose to foster and support patterns of social interaction where well-being, respect, diversity, and creativity are treasured model ways of being which are in opposition to dogmatic consistency, adherence to fixed ideologies, and the drive for individual autonomy and power.  

(Mayo, 2004: emerging work)







 (*)  See Leach (1995) for a feminist, pragmatic discussion of the importance of gossip in fostering and nurturing understanding and knowledge.





This paper calls on literature from the new sciences 


(in particular, complexity theory related to self-organising systems and emergence) 


and from post-structural and pragmatic philosophy.





The aim is to make this theory more accessible to teachers 


while at the same time arguing its relevance to ongoing teacher education and research.

















A shift toward collective praxis in teacher education is a shift 


toward the development of a more collaborative, articulate, theoretically informed teaching profession 


where a shared goal is to foster learning through ongoing research, collective knowledge construction, and robust conversation.  














The paper highlights the need to move beyond psychological models of a person as an autonomous individual, 


the need to investigate how knowledge is constructed collectively through discourse, and the need to identify ways in which knowledge shapes individual and collective choices about how to act, 


and subsequent understandings of the consequences of action.














I suggest that critical and collaborative forms of reflective practice which are informed by the theories articulated above 


provide fresh insights into the choices teachers have available to them within the complex settings which are their classrooms.














Although I use the word classroom, I am thinking of a multitude of public and domestic learning spaces including   early childhood settings, nursing homes, outdoor settings, sites of coaching or support, lecture halls.   




















Although the philosopher may end up where she started, this does not mean she has not travelled – the house may be the same, but it looks different to the stay-at-home and to the round-the-world voyager.  (Johnston, 1993: 235)





My dream is that the teaching profession might become more closely linked to positive social change in a society where, by caring more deeply for community as a whole, we can treat structural barriers to individual achievement as communal concerns.  My argument is that teachers are situated, according to my understanding of their ideal role in society, to foster emancipatory social change, but that structural and ideological constraints commonly restrict the possibility of such initiatives.  I suggest that existing teachers who work collaboratively within their communities, with a strategic knowledge of both critical and postmodern theory, as well as sound understandings of established educational theory, are already agents of this enabling kind of change.  My hope is that more teachers might have opportunities to work in situations where they can influence their students and their communities in the direction of emancipatory social change.  My question therefore concerns the ways in which I, as a teacher who teaches teachers at postgraduate level, might act in support of this dream, and of the dreams of other teachers.  (Mayo, 2003: 7)





























� Schön’s swamplands of practice


In the varied topography of professional practice, there is a high, hard ground overlooking a swamp.  On the high ground, manageable problems lend themselves to solution through the application of research-based theory and technique.  In the swampy lowland, messy, confused problems defy technical solution.  The irony of this situation is that the problems of the high ground tend to be relatively unimportant to individuals or society at large … while in the swamp lie the problems of greatest human concern.  (Schön, 1987: 3)
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