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Section 2 

 

Explaining my conceptual and literature frameworks 
 

Here I outline my early interventions in my practice. I show how I came to ground my 

conceptual frameworks in my educational values and how these values led me to 

research relevant literatures.  I explain how I identified care, freedom and justice as core 

conditions for the development of critical thinking in my practice. I explore ideas and 

literatures around these values and show how I began to appreciate that my values can 

transform into my living practices. I show how I began to deconstruct concepts and my 

own mental models, and started to frame an understanding that, although I was teaching 

children to think critically, I needed first to engage in the idea of what critique meant. 

This section is organised into two chapters. 
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Chapter 4  

Taking action, engaging with the literature, develo ping 
conceptual frameworks  

In this chapter I outline how I began to intervene in my practice, both by taking action 

in my classroom, and also by engaging with literatures that informed the development 

of the conceptual frameworks of my research. I explain how I grounded my choice of 

conceptual frameworks in my educational values, and how these values led me to a 

range of literatures that were relevant for my study. As reported, the key values I 

identified as informing my practice were care, freedom and justice.  I recognised them 

as core conditions for the development of pedagogies to explore and support critical 

thinking. I explore ideas around these values, and I show how they later led to my 

further critical engagement with the literatures of critical pedagogy (Chapter 5) and with 

my subsequent interrogation of my propositional stance in reifying the concept of 

critical thinking.  

I further explore what became for me an important issue, in that I began to appreciate 

how values do not remain only as abstract linguistic phenomena, but transform into 

living practices (Raz 2001). This, I believe, is a significant understanding to emerge 

from my study. I also link this understanding with a deeper appreciation of the 

relationship between my values and the development of my critical pedagogies, because 

I began to see how values can be reconceptualised as living practices only when critical 

pedagogies themselves become real as living practices. 

In this chapter, therefore, I focus on how I began to engage with the literatures that 

came to form my main conceptual frameworks and also how these values began to 

emerge as living practices through my developing capacity for critical engagement. 

Values and my early practice 

I think I always grounded my practice in the values of care, freedom and justice, and 

see them as intimately linked with what it means to be human although for a long time I 

did not articulate this.  Noddings (1992) also made a somewhat similar link, when she 
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drew on Heidegger’s (1962) idea that care is inevitable for all aware humans.  Caring 

has been described as a fundamental human capacity that translates into a coherent 

pattern of behaviours in life affirming interpersonal interactions (Iaani 1996, Lin 2001, 

Noddings 1992).  Caring sees the creation of trusting relationships as the foundation for 

building an effective academic and social climate for schooling (Chaskin and Rauner 

1995, Erickson 1993). Lin (2001), citing Noblit, Rogers and McCadden (1995), 

suggests that caring may not be visible or explicit in an educational environment ‘yet it 

guides the interactions and organization of schools and classrooms’ (p.2).  Noddings 

argues throughout her work that authentic human liberation and social justice can be 

achieved by ‘caring people in caring communities’ (Bergman 2004, p.151).  Noddings 

(1992) also suggests that the need to be cared for is a universal human need, if we are to 

grow and arrive at some level of acceptability in our culture and community.  

The value of care has frequently been linked with the values of freedom and justice.  

Held (1995), for example, states that an ethic of care is based on a view of persons as 

interdependent. She suggests that morality should address issues of the caring and 

empathetic nature of human interrelationships.  She argues against Rawls’s (1971) 

theory of justice that sees people as solitary rational agents and suggests that a possible 

way of linking care and justice is to  

… think of justice as setting moral minimums beneath which we ought not to 
fall, or absolute constraints within which we may pursue our different goals, 
whereas care deals with questions of the good life or of human values over and 
above the obligatory minimums of justice.  
                                                                                                      (Held 1995 p.3) 

At this point, however, I will discuss the values of care, freedom and justice as separate 

though interlinked, for purposes of analysis. I will later synthesise them within stories 

of my living practice. 

My value of care 

As well as arguing for the need for caring practices, Noddings also introduces the idea 

of obligation (1984b) as a feature of a caring practice, an idea with which I agree. My 

understanding of care then is not only one of ‘I ought’, which has its roots in duty 

towards the other, but also one of ‘I care’ in which one encounters (Buber 1965) the 

humanity of the other. Noddings (1984b) goes on to say that our inclination towards 

morality derives from caring. 
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In caring we accept the natural impulse to act on behalf of the present other. 
We are engrossed in the other. We have received him and feel his pain or 
happiness, but we are not compelled by this impulse. We have a choice; we 
may accept what we feel, or we may reject it.  
                                                          (Noddings 1984b, cited in Held 1995 p.13) 

Bergman (2004) also maintains that because the self is in relation, all acts of caring are 

characterised by give and take. He uses the example of a teacher suggesting a new 

approach to solving a maths problem to a frustrated student, who entertains and tries out 

the new ideas. ‘The need is met, the caring offered by the carer is completed in the 

cared-for, and the caring relationship is established, maintained or enhanced’ (Bergman 

2004 p.152).  

Noddings further suggests that dialogue plays an important role in caring educational 

contexts, ‘in a common search for understanding, empathy or appreciation’ and that it 

‘builds up a substantial knowledge of one another that serves to guide our caring 

responses’ (Noddings 1992 p.23).  

So the idea of linking variously the values of care, freedom and justice appears to be 

well established in the literatures. It has been especially developed in the work of Baier 

(1995), Gilligan (1982, 1995); Held (1993, 1995); Noddings (1984a, 1984b, 1991, 

1992); Ruddick (1995) etc. 

What’s new, then, in my study? Quite early in my studies, and especially inspired by 

the critical conversations I enjoyed with my study group, I began to question the idea of 

how the dominant literatures communicated values as abstract linguistic phenomena 

rather than as living practices. My understanding is that values need to transform into 

lived practices if they are to have meaning in the social world (Raz 2001). They need to 

be examined from the perspective of seeing others as ‘concrete others’ (Benhabib 

1987). I understand ‘care for others’ as ‘care for real others’. Similarly I relate the term 

‘justice’ to concrete rather than generalised others. I do not see justice as embodied in 

abstract principles so much as in embodied practices. Consequently, the form of justice 

that I try to practise is a caring form in which I endeavour to see others, such as my 

students, as real concrete beings with whom I am in relation.  

I believe I always practised in a manner that could be described as a caring form of 

justice, so that my practice becomes an embodiment of my ontological values. I offer 

some vignettes from practice here to show why I believe I am justified in saying so.  
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Demonstrating caring justice and freedom in practic e – C’s story 

In November 2001 I began teaching a class of 27 mixed gender Junior Infants. The 

children were well-behaved, and, apart from one child, C, they sat attentively at their 

tables. Generally they were adept at ‘writing’ activities. C, however, seemed not able to 

sit still. He appeared to hate fine motor activities and whenever they began, he would 

walk about, open cupboards, and act in a mildly disruptive way.   

I felt that all he needed was more time to settle down, probably from a sense of 

compassion and care for the little boy who I felt was not being deliberately wilful or 

naughty. I introduced the class to Thinking Time, and, following a story from Fisher 

(1996) about a bonny baby contest in the jungle, I asked the children for their thoughts 

about beauty.   

Each child said beauty was something visual. C prowled about as usual, 
but was obviously listening to what the others said, because he suddenly 
sat into the circle and said, ‘I actually know what the most beautiful 
sound in the world is’ and he proceeded to tell me that it was the sound 
of a Mummy’s voice if a child were lost in a forest. (RD 19-12-01)   

I was moved by what he said and by his earnestness, and I believe I communicated that 

to him without making any overt value judgement. In Thinking Time, I try to refrain 

from passing any comments that place me in too much of a teacher or authority role, 

preferring to participate at the level of person-in-the-circle. I felt that he knew I was 

moved and that I was pleased he had joined the group. This episode marked a kind of 

watershed for C, because after that he regularly joined in. He showed that he had 

considerable verbal reasoning skills and became a consistent contributor to discussions. 

Demonstrating caring justice and freedom in practic e – A’s story 

In my next Junior Infant class (September 2002 to June 2003), I had a similar student, 

A.  A was also restless, but unlike C he showed it in noisy and assertive ways. He too 

seemed to hate pencil activities. He disrupted other children’s work causing them to 

complain. I began to suspect that he had some attention disorder. As before, I 

introduced Thinking Time. The topic, ‘What would happen if you left your teddy out in 

the rain?’, was based on an activity suggested by oral language development cards, 

which, as part of the English syllabus, had the aim of developing the children’s 
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competency to use words to describe ‘wetness’.  However the dialogue went far 

beyond.  

R: Your teddy might get robbed if you left it out all night. 

 A: Well anyway, I know how to catch a robber. See, you dig a hole, 
right? And you put a blanket over it and then put some dirt on the 
blanket and the robber won’t see it and he’ll step on it and fall into the 
hole.  That way you’ll get your teddy back and then you could call the 
police and they’d take him away. 

C: Yes and while the robber is down the hole the foot cutter might come 
along and cut off his feet and stop him from running away! 

E: The foot cutter?  Don’t you mean the woodcutter? 

C: No! This is a new guy that I’ve just invented and he’s called the 
footcutter.  (RD 16-02-03)  

A contributed several more times to the discussion and clearly enjoyed himself. At the 

end he asked, ‘When can we do that again?’ Over the next few sessions A spoke 

frequently and articulately and became fully engaged in the discussion circle. As I grew 

to know him better, I realised that school regimes simply had not suited A.  He was 

intelligent and proud, and possibly felt a sense of failure because of his lack of fine 

motor skills. His coping strategy appeared to take the form of developing avoidance 

strategies. Thinking Time gave him the opportunity to demonstrate his excellence in 

talking and thinking.   

I deliberately developed strategies that would encourage caring and just behaviours. I 

introduced the children gradually to the language of ‘I agree with X because … and I 

disagree with X because …’. This seemed to pay off in A’s case. Children began to 

affirm him with comments such as ‘A, I think you’re really good at talking’ (RD 05-03-

03), and he began to settle down even more. Meanwhile with a larger triangular pencil 

and rubber grip, and plenty of opportunities to scribble, gradually his fine-motor skills 

improved.  

C’s and A’s stories as reflective learning opportun ities 

I have selected these two episodes because I believe that they were significant learning 

experiences for me. In C’s situation, I realised that the conventions of a junior infant 

classroom seemed to place extraordinary emphasis on conforming and compliant 

behaviour. Children who exhibit these qualities are often deemed to be ‘good’ children. 
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The comments left by the teacher previous to me showed that. C had been described as 

‘messy’ and disruptive. In my research diary (21-11-01) I wrote:   

There was no reference to him being intelligent, articulate, logical, and 
witty or a good listener. … He exhibited keen critical thinking abilities 
and he questioned a lot.  At four and a half years of age, and the 
youngest child in the class he wanted answers to several critical 
questions: why we had to do homework; why children had to go to 
school at all after they learned to read; why we couldn’t do more stuff 
outdoors; why we couldn’t do harder science; why we had to spend so 
long at rhymes, why everybody in the school had to wear blue except the 
grownups.  If I gave him an answer that made sense to him he accepted 
it; if not he stared at me and said ‘Yeah. OK’ and walked away, clearly 
disgruntled. (RD 21-11-01)   

I found myself questioning systemic norms even more because of him and I found 

myself critiquing my own practice. I was by now looked for pedagogies to support the 

kind of enquiring mind that C had. I had a computer in the class and I found some 

software that gave him an opportunity to think critically about science and maths. I gave 

the children opportunities to develop ways of learning through enquiry. A video clip 

shows children working collaboratively in groups enjoying activities such as bridge 

building, dressing up, working out Maths problems with construction toys, playing with 

water and with a parachute. I devised strategies that had them out of their seats and out 

of doors as much as possible (Video Link: Early school activities).   

C’s critical questions led me not only to examine my teaching practice, but also to 

examine how I understood my values of care, freedom and justice, in relation to the 

literatures that I was now accessing. I saw that in order to prioritise these values in my 

practice, relationships involving trust, good cheer, equality, peace and compatibility 

(Noddings 2002) mattered. Noddings (op cit) suggests that those kinds of human and 

caring qualities matter in a community such as the community of a classroom. I also 

began to see that I could not continue to conceptualise values only as abstract linguistic 

phenomena, and needed to make the critical shift to seeing values as concrete practices, 

conducted with concrete others.  

Consequently, my living practice took a turn, for the better I think. One of the aims of 

my study was to establish a critical community of enquiry. A sense of community, I 

reasoned, was built on trust and mutual respect, and would include Bohm’s (1998, 

2004) ‘spirit of dialogue’. Through C’s persistent challenges to ‘the way things were’ I 
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was able to transcend my earlier prescriptive self and begin this process. I began to 

differentiate the curriculum so as to give him access to a computer to work on science 

software, extra non-fiction reading material appropriate to his age and plenty of 

opportunities to display and develop his verbal reasoning abilities. His parents 

confirmed that he was happy: 

We really appreciate the way you have tried so hard to help C fit in.  We 
are grateful that you looked beyond his prickly exterior and saw the fine 
little fellow inside. (RD excerpt from letter from AON 22-05-02) 

When I think about my actions, I realise that it was my regard for C and my values of 

care that influenced me. I did not force him to conform: I respected him and he 

responded well to that care and respect. In recognising the inevitable otherness of each 

person (Derrida 1978, Levinas 1989) I put a lot of emphasis on what Noddings (2002) 

calls ‘receptive attention’, to signify what she calls the act of attention to the other that 

results in being engrossed by them. For Noddings (1984a), a call to care for others 

involves an act of transcendence. It means, for me, that I must transcend my own needs 

for, perhaps, order and quiet, in order to meet the needs of those for whom I care; it 

means that I must learn to accommodate children who do not wish to speak, or who 

cannot participate in the circle (Chapters 7 and 8): it means that I step out of myself 

towards others. In the state of care, Noddings says, there is invariably a ‘displacement 

of interest from my own reality to the reality of the other’ (Noddings 1984a p.14). In 

this displacement of self-interest, there is also a displacement of being. We become 

‘engrossed’, larger than our ordinary selves:  

I receive the other into myself, and I see and feel with the other. I become a 
duality . . .  The seeing and feeling are mine, but only partly and temporarily 
mine, as on loan to me.  
                                                                                          (Noddings 1984a p.30) 

Care, according to Noddings is a gift in two senses. It is something one gives to another. 

Yet, in another sense, it entails something far more than this. It involves the gift of 

being able to see the infinite beauty and uniqueness of the other as a complete human 

being equal to ourselves. 

From reflecting on my own reconceptualisation of my values, and their transformation 

into living practices, I am now able to show how I can incorporate propositional forms 
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within living forms (Whitehead and McNiff 2006), in the development of my own 

inclusional practices.   

My value of freedom 

The value of freedom is usually presented as an abstract concept in the dominant 

literatures: I have now begun to appreciate it as a living practice that incorporates 

insights from the abstract conceptualisations. My study is about how, in my classroom, 

and drawing on the ideas of Berlin (1969), I try to exercise my positive freedom to 

teach in ways that are caring, supportive, and encouraging of my students’ efforts to 

become critically aware. For example, I have encouraged my students to think for 

themselves in regard to their aesthetic responses to art. As well as providing 

opportunities for creative self-expression through a variety of art media, I use a data 

projector connected to a computer that is linked to the internet and the children can 

explore the biographical facts of artists’ lives while also appreciating their work.  They 

can visit ‘virtual’ galleries.  I also introduce them to living artists and bring them to real 

galleries, where they can look at and respond to art in ways that are appropriate for 

themselves. I have encouraged children to respond to music through drawing, painting, 

acting, dancing writing, as well as verbally (see Figure 4.1below; Appendices E.1.– 

E.4.). 

R’s mother wanted to know what the name of the piece of music was 
that made him want to dance and roar like a monster. (It was Grieg’s 
‘Hall of the Mountain King.’)  

J said ‘that music feels like it needs a bit of ballet attached to it.’ (The 
music she referred to was Saint-Saëns’ ‘Swan’ from Carnival of the 
Animals.) 

I played Gasparyan’s (2005) ‘A cool wind is blowing’ and asked the 
children to respond by drawing and writing what they felt:  

A said ‘this music reminds me of Pirates of the Caribbean: the curse of 
the Black Pearl’.  In my head I think of the devastation and the dead 
people in it’. 

CaD said it reminded her of ‘swans on a lake and birds flying for the 
winter.’ 

CD said it reminded her of ‘a scene after a battle when there’s all smoke 
and people are going around looking for dead bodies’. 

J said it reminded her of ostriches sweating in a very hot desert. (RD 05-
12-06; Appendix E.1.) (Video Link: responding to music). 
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Figure 4-1: Video still of J’s ‘sweating ostriches’ picture 

When I presented this particular ‘responding to music’ activity, I did not tell the 

children what to think or what the music reminded me of. My students’ freedom to 

learn in their own way contrasts strongly with the way I was educated, when I was told 

what to think, even in secondary school. We had Cole’s Notes (e.g.1968) on 

Shakespeare, which analysed and interpreted the plays for us. We had a book of pieces 

of prose with comprehension exercises, and the English teacher wrote interpretations of 

poetry for us which we copied and learned off.  Similarly, in Thinking Time I 

encourage my students to exercise their freedom to think for themselves. When I 

showed some Thinking Time videos to parents of my students, K’s father was reminded 

of his own schooldays: 

I am so heartened to see my daughter thinking her way through 
literature, albeit only a children’s story. I wish we had been allowed to 
do that in school: we were told the way we should think about stuff.   

We had those stripy Shakespeare notes and we had to learn the stuff off 
by heart. What a waste! (RD evaluation by PL 05-05-06; Appendix 
B.7.b.) 

By exercising my positive freedom and critical faculties in providing dialogical 

pedagogies that support my educational values, I understand that my students will 

benefit from their negative freedom – freedom from prescriptive pedagogies that may 

close down opportunities to critique. Because I believe that freedom of thought and 

speech are among the basic goods of humanity, then the denial of such freedom is, to 

me, a denial of justice and a negation of care; and this situation again represents my 
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concern about myself as a living contradiction when my values are denied in my 

practice. 

I believe my research to be important within the context of dominant forms of abstract 

conceptualisations and prescriptive pedagogies. The 1999 Primary School Curriculum 

Introduction states, on p 15 that:  

The ability to think critically, to apply learning and to develop flexibility and 
creativity are also important factors in the success of the child’s life. The 
curriculum places a particular emphasis on promoting these skills and abilities 
so that children may cope successfully with change. 
                                                  (Government of Ireland 1999 Introduction p.15) 

It also states that one of its specific aims is:  

To enable children to come to an understanding of the world through the 
acquisition of knowledge, concepts, skills and attitudes and the ability to think 
critically. 
                                                                                                            (op cit p.34)  

There are several references throughout the documents to the importance of children 

thinking critically (see for example SPHE documents for 5th and 6th classes under the 

strand unit ‘media education’). I will show in Chapter 8 how my students demonstrate 

their critical capacities – as they critique, for example, the hegemony of globalised fast-

food industries.   

[the child should be enabled to] become increasingly critical and discerning in 
his/her own attitude to advertising and the techniques used to promote 
products, life-styles and ideas.  
                                          (Government of Ireland 1999 SPHE curriculum p.66) 

Exemplar 19 in the SPHE curriculum teacher guidelines (Government of Ireland 1999 

p.83) advocates seating the children in a circle for discussions. However, I was unable 

to find in the curriculum documents any recognition of the need for teachers to be 

critically aware as they seek to fulfil the aims and objectives relating to teaching 

children to be critical. While there is no overt denial of the right to freedom of thought 

in Irish primary schools, I believe that there is a dearth of opportunities to develop the 

skills of critical engagement, and a corresponding lack of opportunities for freedom of 

speech, because of an emphasis on traditional epistemologies and didactic pedagogies. 

This is borne out in a range of research reports including Murphy (2004), Greaney and 

Close (1989), and the Chief Inspector’s Report (Government of Ireland 2005b). From 

these studies, it would appear that whole class instruction, involving dominant teacher 
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talk, is still prevalent in many Irish classrooms. There is nothing new here. Wragg 

(1973) observed student teachers talking for 73% – 81% of the time in their secondary 

school classrooms; Galton et al. (1980) found that in primary classrooms teachers spoke 

for 60% or more of the time – three quarters of it in propositional statements and the 

rest in follow-up questioning.  Walker and Adelman (1975), and Edwards and Furlong 

(1978) found that many classrooms follow the general rule of teachers talking for two 

thirds of the time and, furthermore, that not all the pupils hear what teachers have to 

say. Goodlad (1984) found that not even 1% of the instruction time in American high 

schools was devoted to discussion that required ‘some kind of open response involving 

reasoning or perhaps an opinion from students’ and he noted that ‘an extraordinary 

degree of student passivity stands out’ (p.229).  

Reid (1978) suggests that 

Teachers not only monopolise classroom talk, they also control it in ways that 
from others in school would be regarded as rude and unacceptable. They 
typically ask questions to which they already have the answers and check up on 
and interrogate pupils almost constantly. They consistently state and impose on 
their pupils their definitions of order, discipline, knowledge, and ability. 
                                                                                                 (Reid 1978 p.112)   

My practice is not like this now. Instead I endeavour to realise my values as my living 

practice, as illustrated in Figures 4.2, 4.3 below.  

���� �

Figure 4-2: Photo of student in dialogue with self 
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Figure 4-3: Photos of students in dialogue with others 
��

By providing my students with opportunities to engage others in dialogue or to stand in 

dialogue with themselves as they ponder, for example, which colours to put into a 

picture (as in Figure 4.2 above), I believe I am providing them with what Von 

Glasersfeld (1996) said was the means to undermine a part of the traditional view of the 

world. He maintained that our knowledge can never be interpreted as a representation of 

that real world, but only as a key that unlocks possible paths for us. Von Glasersfeld (op 

cit) believed that individual knowledge is in a state of constant re-evaluation through 

adapting and evolving. To me this is a closer match to what I am trying to do in my 

classroom. ‘Unlocking possible paths’ is to me a freer, fairer and more caring form of 

education than lecturing students about someone else’s knowledge and reinforcing the 

lecture with repetition and consolidation.  

My value of justice 

I outline how I believe justice also needs to be understood as a living practice, and I 

relate my understanding to the contexts of Irish education.  

The focus on propositional forms has led to some interesting contradictions. Although 

the language of the 1971 and 1999 Irish Primary School curricular documents 

(Government of Ireland 1971, 1999) stress a child-centred and hermeneutic approach to 

education, reports such as Eivers et al. (2005) express concern about ‘prescriptive 

pedagogies’ and recommend ‘greater emphasis on oral language activities’ (p.28). 

Dominant didacticism is not only inconsistent with the principles of the curriculum, but 

is also unjust in that it is a denial of children’s capacity to think for themselves and a 

negation of their right to express themselves. This right is enshrined in the United 
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Nations Charter of Children’s Rights and was ratified in 1992 by the Irish Government 

(Ireland 2000). Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(cited in National Children’s Strategy document, Government of Ireland 2000 p.30), 

emphasises that 

State Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own 
views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, 
the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and 
maturity of the child.  
                                                                      (Government of Ireland 2000 p.30)  

The document also states that a ‘national goal’ will be that ‘children will have a voice’ 

(op cit p.29) and continues:  

Giving children a voice means: Encouraging them to express their views and 
demonstrating a willingness to take those views seriously.  
                                                                                                           (op cit p.30) 

I suggest that much of what passes for ‘giving children a voice’ is tokenism and 

decoration (Hart 1992). There is no evidence in the National Children’s Strategy of any 

research that shows the living practice of giving children a voice. Instead there are 

propositional statements such as ‘children appreciate and rise to challenges which 

stretch their capabilities and enable them to feel valued and appreciated’ (Government 

of Ireland 2000 p.30) or rhetoric such as ‘experience has shown that giving children a 

voice helps to protect them from abuse’ (ibid).  

The National Children’s Strategy document can therefore be seen as an example of 

what Benhabib (1987) holds as the concept of generalising others. I do not adopt this 

stance. My practice is located in the reality of my relations with concrete others, with 

real children like A and C and E (see below). It is easy to advocate theoretically and 

aspirationally for justice for generalised others; it is more problematic when there are 

real concrete others involved in real concrete situations. That is when one’s ontological 

values are called upon in order to decide how to act. This is why I have sought to 

provide opportunities for my students to engage in dialogue and to learn in ways that 

are appropriate for different learners’ styles.  It also influenced my decision to include 

several pictures and a CD of videoed discussions and classroom episodes with this 

document.  I did so in order to allow something of the concreteness and ‘realness’ of the 

individual children to shine through. 
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There is no question but that the values that inform the National Children’s Strategy 

(Government of Ireland 2000) are based in an acceptance of the rights of children; 

however, there is less urgency to implement these rights, I believe, when they are 

founded on rights for children as abstract generalised others. My values of freedom and 

justice are centred on my concern that an education that denies the capacity of children 

such as A and C in Junior Infants (see Chapter 6), Er in Senior Infants (see Chapter 7), 

and E in 3rd class (see Chapter 9), to think for themselves and to demonstrate their 

abundant gifts and abilities, is unjust and uncaring. An element of ‘I ought’ (Noddings 

1984a) is present therefore. Because I am their teacher, with what I believe is a moral 

obligation to try to provide the children with the best education possible, then I have a 

moral responsibility to examine my values keenly and seek to live towards them. Thus 

my practice of providing dialogical learning opportunities for my students, such as I 

recount in this thesis, is informed by my values.  

Furthermore, I believe that, by transforming my values into my living practices, I have 

succeeded in rendering the incommensurable commensurable, as Berlin has maintained 

(Berlin 1969, Gray 1996). Berlin regarded values as human creations (see Cherniss and 

Hardy 2005) and, from his explorations of the idea of value pluralism, he saw that 

within values as well as between values there could be conflicts or even 

incommensurables. Gray (1996) states that what Berlin meant by value pluralism was 

that ultimately human values are objective but irreducibly diverse, that ‘they are 

conflicting and often uncombinable, and that sometimes when they come into conflict 

with one another they are incommensurable’ (p.2).  However, I believe that values such 

as justice and freedom are not necessarily mutually exclusive within the context of my 

efforts to establish a living practice of a just and caring critical community of enquiry in 

my classroom and institution.  

Thus I show that, when I intervened in my practice of teaching Junior Infants in order to 

develop opportunities for children like A and C to demonstrate their innate capacities 

for critique, I understand that I was living to my value of care and justice. I do not see 

care, freedom and justice as separate substantive issues, but as integrated within a 

caring practice that focuses on enabling all to be freely involved in their own learning. 

When I provided opportunities for creative learning experiences for E (see Chapter 9) I 

understand my practice as showing care. When I facilitate weekly classroom 
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discussions where my students are encouraged to think critically and creatively and 

dialogue with their peers I am opening up possibilities for children to be more than they 

are. I said earlier that the notion of obligation as outlined in the work of Noddings 

(1984a) is linked with my idea of caring. Because I felt that I ‘must do something’ in 

response to my concern about the dearth of opportunities for children to exercise their 

voice and their capacity for original thought, I am placing a value on the obligation I 

feel to help my students. When I made changes to my classroom management and to 

my teaching to accommodate the different styles of learning and conforming for 

children like A and C, I believe that I demonstrated that I was trying to meet the 

emotional as well as the academic needs of my students and that they responded well in 

turn to feeling cared for. I have evidence for this claim, both in my own research journal 

and also in the form of letters from observers and from the children’s parents. 

You greet each child and have a word with each mother.  How 
democratic!  (RD 09-06-03 comment by RH visiting educationalist) 

You speak very kindly to the children… you seem to be able to make 
them feel that what they have to say matters. (RD 02-11-05: comment 
by CO’C following the viewing of videoed classroom discussion.) 

In such seemingly simple and everyday acts of caring, says Bergman (2004 p.152), 

much is at stake besides the immediate need being addressed – the carer’s sense of 

herself as a caring person, the cared-for’s sense of trust in the world as a safe and 

reliable place, and of herself as a centre of value worthy to be cared for. In the act of 

giving and receiving care, the self of each person is confirmed.  

Teacher, you’re a very kind woman. (A comment by D RD 12-12-06) 

Thank you for a wonderful day (CT’s parting comment as she leaves 
each day Sept-Dec 2006) 

I drew this picture for you because I think you’re a very kind teacher. 
(KT and I in conversation about his picture) (Figure 4.4 below and 
Video Link: Talking with…)  (repeat) 
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Figure 4-4: Video still KT shows me his picture 

Selves are not born, Noddings argues (2002 p.98); they are continuously being 

constructed through encounters of all kinds. It was through care and respect that I saw 

that C and A needed a different kind of syllabus. Ultimately, it was through dialogue 

that the children were able to demonstrate their capacity for independent thinking, and it 

was through what Fine and Weis (2003) call ‘extraordinary conversations’ that I got to 

know the children.    

Other teachers have also attested to this aspect of classroom discussion. On 02-10-06 a 

colleague from another school who does classroom discussions weekly with her class of 

11 and 12 year old girls told me of how she felt that, because of her discussions with her 

students, not only did she learn to see them as individuals, but they also began to 

recognise and ‘encounter’ her.  She wrote: 

The empathy engendered by Mary’s version of classroom discussion 
permeates the children’s way of being with others and colours their 
inter-personal relationships at class and whole-school level … I feel the 
girls learn self-respect and respect for others, and learn to see me as a 
human being, capable of feelings, as opposed to just a ‘teacher’. (RD 
excerpt from written evaluation by MO’S 02-10-06; Appendix B.2.)  

In C’s case I felt I got to know him when he said that he ‘actually knew’ what the most 

beautiful sound in the world is and proceeded to tell me that it was  

… when ‘you’re all alone in the deep dark forest and there’s all noises 
around and suddenly you hear a voice saying “C: it’s Mummy: I’m over 
here”….That’s the most beautiful sound in the world!’ (RD 19-12-01)   
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In A’s case it was when he presented his theory of catching robbers (see Chapter 6). 

When Sh explained what he thought ‘commoners’ were, and M told me about the 

‘smell’ of the ladybirds in his garden and J explained about spiders eating their own 

webs for ‘a bit of nourishment’ and E told me about his cat making plans and Ao told 

me that when you get an answer you can always question the answer (Chapter 7), I got 

to know these children as the warm lovable caring people with whom I love working.    

Noddings (1998) suggests that care theorists agree with Socrates that education must 

encourage students to explore their own lives and investigate the great human questions 

that human beings have always asked. She also provides a caveat to Socrates: ‘Care 

theorists,’ she says, ‘would not force students to grapple with the so-called “eternal 

questions”. Rather we would invite such conversation and allow students to co-direct 

the line of investigation’ (1998 p.191). I believe that this is what I do: I do not tell my 

children what to think. They co-direct the line of enquiry. My research archive and this 

document contain substantial amounts of evidence against which to test this view.  

My understanding of caring is one that is grounded in the intersubjective nature of my 

relationships with my students, a relationship that allows them to be free active social 

players with a voice rather than passive recipients of care. I draw here on the ideas of 

Tronto (1993, 1995) who also advocated the activity of caring as a practice rather than 

as a set of abstract principles to be followed. When I say I care about my students, I 

think again of A and C rather than of abstract students, and this sense of relationship 

strengthens my resolve to show how I hold myself accountable for my work. Like 

Jaggar (1995), I can see that reasoning about care encouraged my personal 

accountability and my individual resistance to oppressive structures. 

I now wish to depart from a discussion about the need to critique dominant 

conceptualisations of values orientations in the literature, and to return to a main 

conceptual framework, as a synthesis of the values of care, freedom and justice, which 

is to do with allowing the individual create themselves, as they wish themselves to be.   

Letting the other ‘be’ 

Derrida (cited in Noddings 1998 p. 194) speaks about ‘letting the other “be”’, which I 

understand as respecting the other as other. It does not mean mere co-existence. Some 

of the implications for me as a teacher mean living my practice in a way that honours 
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the children as unique human beings who can learn rather than as objects who need to 

be taught. Acknowledging the uniqueness of learners is also one of the principles of the 

curriculum (see Introduction, Government of Ireland 1999 p.8).  ‘Letting be’ does not 

mean ignoring, however, nor does it involve, as Noddings (1998) suggests, ‘abstaining 

from intervention’ (p.194). It neither entails indoctrination through the coercion of 

reward and punishment, nor the imposition of one’s will on another. It involves 

recognising the other as a ‘genuine, unique subject who gazes back at me’ (Derrida, in 

Noddings 1998 p. 194) and engaging that other in dialogue. I am not convinced that 

these issues have been fully explored by the compilers of the principles of the 

curriculum. Research into classroom practices such as already cited (Murphy 2004, 

Eivers et al. 2005, Government of Ireland 2005b) would seem to bear this out. To 

achieve a situation in which relationships can develop involves exercising educative 

influence through affirming and dialogical relationships.   

I realised early in my studies that I needed to develop a clearer understanding of the 

nature of dialogue, and I found Bohm’s (1998) insights helpful in enabling me to 

develop appropriate pedagogies.   

The object of a dialogue … is to suspend your opinions and to look at the 
opinions – to listen to everybody’s opinions, to suspend them, and to see what 
it all means.  
                                                                                                    (Bohm 1998 p.6)  

The qualities outlined by Bohm here were evident in my circle discussions and the 

children also clearly recognised this aspect of their dialogue themselves (video 

discussion on Thinking Time 24-04-06).  In the video the children can be seen speaking 

to each other and to the group, listening to each other’s ideas, building on the ideas and 

agreeing and disagreeing with equanimity and delight. A child called W had made what 

the group seems to consider the contentious statement: that Thinking Time was ‘good 

for wasting school time’. Although most children disagree with W, there is good 

humour and no ‘side-taking’ or attempts to change others’ opinion. Towards the end W 

says, ‘I need to say something.’ The microphone is handed to him and he says,  

I kind of disagree with myself now ’cos … I’ve been thinking about it 
there and we aren’t wasting time – we’re using time (RD 24-04-06) 
(Video link: I disagree with myself) .  
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An examination of the video shows children smiling at each other and at me, listening 

intently, making eye contact and engaging with ideas. It can be seen that the children 

display no inhibitions about expressing opinions with which I may disagree, which 

seems to demonstrate that they feel a sense of safety and trust in the circle. I can be seen 

at the end ensuring that W has not felt pressured into changing his mind. Mindful of the 

vulnerability he may be feeling in the face of the others’ earlier disagreement with his 

stance, I expressly tell him to ‘make sure to think his own thoughts’. This constitutes 

evidence of the realisation of my embodied values of care and respect for the other, not 

only to let them be, but also to encourage them to be in their own way. 

Letting the other be silent 

Learning to ‘let the other be’ has also meant that I have learned to respect silence. In 

traditional didactic classrooms, silence is often linked with ‘not-knowing’. If a child is 

asked a direct question and remains silent, one might assume that the child does not 

know the answer, or is being defiant or heedless. When children remain silent in our 

discussions, I understand their silence to have a range of meanings. Perhaps they are 

taking the opportunity for creative daydreaming; perhaps that they are thinking deeply. 

H and R, quiet reflective children, frequently said when it is their turn to speak, ‘Come 

back to me; I’m still thinking.’ (Video Link: Respecting silence). This video is an 

amalgam of two video clips: in both children can be seen forgetting what they wanted to 

say; choosing to remain silent, passing and later asking for the microphone to be 

returned. It is usual for children to ‘pass’ in the circle as they choose to continue 

grappling with a thought. Sometimes, too, they lose their train of thought and trail off 

into silence. This does not worry them or me: they know that they can interrupt if they 

remember.  

Respecting silence in this way contrasts starkly with my own terror of silence as a child, 

particularly when asked to recite from memory, often using language I did not 

understand. I spent hours at night ‘reciting’ my homework and pestering my parents to 

‘ask’ me my work. The worry about forgetting the memorised content frequently meant 

that my mind would go blank when asked in school, and I would feel the cold fear that 

preceded a punishment. It is one of the reasons why I never force a child to speak if 

they chose to remain silent. I will never subject a child to the same kind of emotional 

harassment that I endured as a child. 
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When I was at school, we were silent for much of the day, yet were expected to speak 

promptly in response to a direct question. Jaworski (1993 p.169) explains how children 

can be ‘socialised into silence’ but that they can liberate themselves from it when they 

grow up. His use of the word ‘liberate’ is interesting, implying to me that silence is seen 

as a confinement from which children free themselves. This may have been true in an 

era when children were expected to be seen and not heard, such as when I was a child, 

but in my current classroom contexts, silence and speech are equally respected, as can 

be seen in the videos I include here as part of my evidential base.  

I have also had to reflect on the importance of my own silence in classroom discussions. 

Fiumara (1990) speaks about the silence of listening as ‘the other side of language’ 

(p.4). From being a teacher who relied heavily on verbal skills in a largely didactic 

practice, I have learned to take a back seat as regards speaking in classroom discussion. 

Macdonald (1995, cited in Whitehead and McNiff 2006 p.91) referred to the need for 

the teacher to meet their students ‘person-to-person, not status-to-person’ (Macdonald 

op cit), and speaks of school settings as opportunities where ‘the teacher may hold open 

the world for a child’ (Macdonald op cit). By staying silent in classroom discussions as 

much as possible, I can use my silence to hold doors open for my students to find their 

voices and think and speak for themselves. 

My capacity for silence 

The data presented in my videos show that I rarely speak except at the beginning of the 

discussion period. On 06-02-03, A, a Spanish teacher in our school sat in on one of the 

discussions and later wrote an evaluation, in which he said:  

The teacher had also a very important role … [she] had to listen very 
carefully without speaking for a long time (RD excerpt from evaluation 
by A. 12-02-03, Appendix H.6.) 

A also stated that he was astounded by how articulate the children were. He posited that 

this was not a ‘normal’ lesson. In a ‘normal’ classroom, ‘the children’s voices are the 

silent ones.’ (RD 06-02-06). Other observers have also referred to my ‘invisibility’ 

during classroom discussions, as in the following comment. 
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It’s quite amazing watching one of these [discussions] because it seems 
like you disappear into the background and the children run the 
discussion and I think they often even forget you’re there. (RD 
conversation with SH 12-10-06) 

Buber (1965) also spoke about attentive silence. He believed that in an educational 

encounter it is important to enter into the spirit of a dialogue through an attitude of 

respectful attentiveness. This, he suggested, could often be achieved through silence, 

not a hostile silence, but a respectful hope-filled, pregnant silence, in which participants 

are prepared to give the other their full and undivided attention.  

The capacity for empathetic silence, however, has to be considered within contexts of 

institutional power that often serve to enforce silence, rather than nurture dialogue. 

Enforced silence, care and dialogue 

There is a considerable body of literature around the concept of enforced silence. Piercy 

(1971), for example, wrote about ‘Unlearning to not speak’.  Martin (1994) encouraged 

me to question how women have been marginalised and excluded from educational 

discourses and led me to research writers such as Spender (1980, 1982, 1983). 

Spender’s work also made me understand how language is frequently organised from a 

male perspective and made me sensitive to how I use language and how I encourage 

children to do so.  I read Held (1993, 1995) whose ideas on justice and care encouraged 

me to rethink what I understood about caring. Through engaging with the literatures, I 

began to see that teaching in a caring way involved relationship and dialogue.   

Buber (1965) explains that ‘the relation in education is one of pure dialogue’ (p.98). 

Dialogue, for Buber, meant not only speaking and listening, but also receiving each 

other in silence. He referred to it as ‘the silver mail of trust … that is the most inward 

achievement of the relation in education’ (Buber 1965 p.98). I understand Buber’s use 

of the word ‘dialogue’ as a form of communion. It does not always need words. Kind 

gestures, a smile, a sense of being respected and valued can also be understood as 

‘dialogue’.  

Maxine Greene’s influence 

My study has also been deeply influenced by the ideas of Maxine Greene. When I first 

read her work (Greene 1978) in 2002, I was instantly enthralled by her belief in the 
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potential of each person and in the need to educate so as to encourage the development 

of this capacity and to ‘transcend passivity’ (Greene 1978 p.2). Greene argues that  

Talk of participation in policy-making by those affected is heard less and less 
often. Technological expertise has taken over; things are done to people or for 
them; apathy and passivity increase. Uncritical, frequently bored, individuals 
become evermore susceptible to mystification.  
                                                               (Greene 1978 p.1, emphasis in original) 

She argued that unless educators engaged in their own quests for meaning they would 

be unlikely to be able to influence or encourage others to do so. This made sense to me. 

So also does her statement that teachers must be on-going questioners and, through 

questioning, learners.  

The more fully engaged we are in this quest for meaning, the more we can look 
through others’ eyes, the more richly individual we become.  
                                                                                                 (Greene 1978 p.3)  

I can see a strong connection between Greene’s ideas here with what Derrida (1964) 

wrote about respecting the otherness of the other and letting the other be. Greene (1988) 

led me to try to come to an understanding for myself of what an education for freedom 

entailed. Educating for freedom means, for me, that I must do what I can to encourage 

myself (alongside, and in relation with, my students) to come to an awareness of the 

many points of view there can be, and the multiple ways that exist for interpreting our 

worlds. To be free, I believe, is to be able to think and speak for oneself; to be able to 

engage the world in an ongoing conversation; and to value the power and meaning that 

new points of view bring to the collective search for fulfilment. I was enabled by 

Greene (1978, 1988) to understand that freedom requires a refusal to accede to the 

given, that it entails a reaching for new possibilities and potentials and a resistance to 

the objectification of people. I drew connections between Buber’s (1965) and Freire’s 

ideas about a problem-posing form of education (1972), Derrida’s ideas about allowing 

the other to be (1964), and Dewey’s ideas about reflective thinking (1934). Greene 

enabled me to see the need for such connections: 

The activities that compose learning not only engage us in our own quests for 
answers and for meanings; they also serve to initiate us into the communities of 
scholarship and (if our perspectives widen sufficiently) into the human 
community, in its largest and richest sense …  Teachers who are alienated, 
passive, and unquestioning cannot make such initiations possible for those 
around. Nor can teachers who take the social reality surrounding them for 
granted and simply accede to them.  
                                                                                                  (Greene 1978 p.3) 
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Greene’s work led me to revisit Dewey (1934): he too emphasised the dangers of 

passivity and ‘complete uniformity’ the ‘routine and the mechanical’ (Dewey 1934 

p.272). Greene, like Dewey, advocates that education should be aesthetic, encouraging 

‘wide-awakeness’ (Greene 1988 p.125) rather than ‘anaesthetic’ (Dewey 1934 p.272). 

Anaesthetic education, she argues, numbs people and prevents them from reaching out 

and enquiring. 

I am suggesting that there may be an integral relationship between reaching out 
to learn [how] to learn and the ‘search’ that involves a pursuit of freedom.   
                                                                                             (Greene 1988 p.124) 

Learning to learn, ‘unlearning to not speak’, learning to question, to reach out, and to 

draw relationships between my values and my practice, has become a key focus of my 

research and informs my conceptual frameworks. In Chapter 1 I articulated some of my 

values about life and freedom, and about the kind of education I want to be involved in. 

Throughout my research I have set about transforming my values into practice, and I 

have also come to understand how those values have transformed into the living 

standards of judgement whereby I evaluate my practice to see if it is commensurate 

with my values.  

I value others as unique human beings who have an infinite capacity for development. I 

value this quality in myself. This is why Greene’s work spoke so eloquently to me. I 

recognised in her work and in reading about her life that she appeared to be operating 

from a perspective less grounded in propositional logics than many other educational 

philosophers. Her work inspired me to make the relationship between my values and 

my practice more explicit for myself. Through the work of McNiff (1993, 2000, 2004, 

2005a, 2005b); McNiff et al. (1992), I was given the language to organise my ideas 

more elegantly.  Through the work of Whitehead and McNiff (2006) I came to 

understand more fully the philosophy underpinning the generation of living theory 

through which I was able to make explicit the links between my values, the action I 

took to improve my practice and the standards of judgement I employed to test my 

claims to be realising my values. 

 Linking values, action and standards of judgement 

I have tried to depict the link between values, action and standards of judgement in a 

diagram (Figure 4.5): 
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Figure 4-5: A diagram of my understanding of the link between values, action and standards of 
judgement 

Making this link also enables me to appreciate the transformational relationships 

between dialogue and dialogical ways of knowing. The transformative cycle in that case 

takes the following form:  

·  I value dialogic pedagogies 

·  I ask myself questions of the kind, ‘How do I improve my practice so as to 

provide opportunities for dialogue?’   

·  I find ways of improving my practice: for example I now participate with my 

students in classroom dialogues.   

·  The questions I ask about my research to establish the validity of my knowledge 

claims develop into my living standards of judgement: ‘Is there evidence in my 
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practice of me living in the direction of my values about dialogue and dialogical 

ways of knowing?’ 

Cultural influences 

To clarify these ideas further, I would like to digress briefly into an account of my early 

schooldays, and show how the cultural influences of that time informed the 

development of the values that informed my decision to pursue this research. Like 

Noddings (1997) who suggests that her professional and academic life developed 

largely as a result of ‘various accidents and awareness of opportunity’ (p.166), my 

research also involved some less than happy ‘accidents’ as well as some fortuitous 

opportunities.   

The educational values which led me to research how I might teach in ways that honour 

the capacity and right of all for independent thinking were influenced as reported earlier 

by my early schooldays which were dominated by a culture of didactic pedagogies. It 

was schooling in Illich’s (1973) sense of the word.   

Schooling … the production … the marketing of knowledge … draws society 
into the trap of thinking that knowledge is hygienic, pure, respectable, 
deodorized, produced by human heads and amassed in stock. … [people] are 
schooled to believe … that learning is a thing rather than an activity; a thing 
that can be amassed and measured. 
                                                           (Illich 1976, cited in Gajardo 1994 p.715)  

When I was a schoolchild the teacher generally talked at us. I sat and absorbed and tried 

to work out what the teacher wanted so that I could give it to her. Failure to do so would 

result in verbal or physical punishment and humiliation.  I also knew I would have to 

regurgitate the acquired ‘knowledge’ in exams. This pedagogical model was premised 

on controlling behaviours. My behaviour was less about trying to please and more about 

trying not to displease. Such schooling did not feel just:  it appeared to have more to do 

with the power of the teacher – and the powerlessness of the child to control her own 

learning environment in any way – than with education, as I understand the concept 

now.  

My experience was symptomatic of Irish education in the 1950s and 1960s, which can 

be characterised largely as a culture of control and subjugation. I have engaged with 

literatures explaining the values base of Irish education during that period (S. Farren 

1995, T. Brown 2004, Drudy and Lynch 1993) and literatures of power (Danaher et al. 
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2000, Foucault 1980, Peters 2002).  As a result, I now understand that while issues of 

control and subjugation influenced my student life, they also often influenced the lives 

of those who appeared to hold power, such as teachers, who were themselves often 

controlled, according to T. Brown (2004 p.236), by the hegemonic practices of a 

dominant and controlling church-state collaboration.   

At the heart of the system was the National School teacher … Rigidly 
controlled by the Department of Education, these teachers were often 
themselves … a source of that ubiquitous Irish authoritarianism which … was 
to be found in the carefully regulated relationship between church, state and 
National Teacher. 
                                                                                    (T. Brown 2004 pp.236-7) 
 

The patriarchal and authoritarian culture that existed in Ireland at that time (see T. 

Brown 2004, Drudy and Lynch 1983) found it easy to silence teachers, the majority of 

whom were female. This helps to explain to me why, even as a teacher, I remained an 

uncritical receiver of others’ knowledge. Several works support the notion that women 

have been systematically silenced or ‘written out’ of the world, particularly the 

academic world (Spender 1982, 1992, 1993; Martin 1985, 1994).  

Martin (1994) explains how a literature has now developed which documents the ways 

in which the intellectual disciplines (history, psychology, literature, the fine arts, 

sociology and biology) are gender biased. The criticism contained in this new body of 

literature, she says, reveals that historically women have typically been excluded from 

the ‘conversation’ (see Martin 1985) that constitutes the history of Western educational 

thought, and that the disciplines fall short of the ideal of epistemological equality, 

including the representation and treatment of women in academic knowledge itself. 

Furthermore, she adds, the disciplines exclude women from their subject matter:  

They distort the female according to the male image of her; and they deny the 
feminine by forcing women into a masculine mould … women are excluded 
both as the subjects and objects of educational thought from the standard texts 
and anthologies: as subjects.  
                                                                                                (Martin 1994 p.35)   

When Martin talks about women being excluded as subjects she suggests that ‘their 

philosophical works on education are ignored’ (op cit p.36) and by being excluded as 

objects of educational thought, she posits that women’s roles as educators of the young 

are ‘largely neglected’ (ibid).   
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This has a threefold significance for my study:  

·  it provides a deeper understanding of my ontological stance: why 

I am how I am; why my schooling and training were run on the 

patriarchal authoritarian lines that they were; and why (if 

Gilligan (1982) is to be believed), traditionally, male 

propositional logics have come to dominate over more dialectical 

or dialogical logics.   

·  it has significance for my methodology which redresses the 

traditional practice/theory divide and is grounded in dialectical 

logics.  

·  it has significance for my pedagogies, in that I wish to contribute 

to the kind of education of my students that encourages them to 

critique taken-for-granted assumptions about the world that 

mean that issues such as gendered bias often go unchallenged.   

I believe that my work, in encouraging children to think, to question and to enter into a 

conversation with each other and with their world, may have the potential to change 

normative educational cultures. I can see some of this potential realised already, as in 

this excerpt about the nature of courage:  

CY, arguing that courage was not something that showed in a person’s 
appearance and was not synonymous with size or physical strength, 
illustrated his point by suggesting that  

‘you could see this big strong guy and think he looks brave, but then 
something bigger comes along and then he’s really scared and runs away 
screaming like a girl.’ (RD 03-04-06) (Video Link: …run away 
screaming like a girl...). 

In the video clip, one can hear a shocked intake of breath followed by laughter from the 

other children.  Subsequently, the dialogue turns towards discussing whether girls are as 

courageous as boys.  

CM: Well men probably have a teeny bit more courage than women but 
only because they can get them to do things.  Girls are treated like things 
– they stick them in their underwear [in ads] and throw them on the 
bonnet of a car - just to sell the car!’ (RD 03-04-06)  
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The excerpt demonstrates, I believe, critical awareness of the fact that the children 

understood intuitively that CY’s statement should not go unchallenged, and CM 

demonstrated an awareness of how women can be objectified in marketing strategies. 

By exploring these issues I came to new understandings of the concept of hegemony. 

The concept of hegemony 

T. Brown (2004) referred to the ‘hegemonic practices of a dominant and controlling 

church-state collaboration’ (p.236). I am interested in the concept of hegemony because 

I feel it has relevance for my study at two levels: first, examining the concept helps me 

to understand my own background; second, I want to become more critically aware so 

as to assist my students also to develop critical awareness.  

The Italian political theorist Gramsci (1971) considered hegemony to be the process by 

which dominant power-wielders maintain and hold their power. The key dimension of 

hegemony is the manipulation of public opinion in order to gain public consensus, 

according to Kincheloe (2004).  

When hegemony works best, the public begins to look at dominant ways of 
seeing the world as simply common sense.   
                                                                                           (Kincheloe 2004 p.65)  

Through a coalition of coercion and moral and intellectual leadership, dominant groups 

are usually in a position to maintain their influence over other groups.  Edward Bernays 

(1891-1995), nephew of Sigmund Freud and considered by many to be the one of the 

most influential public relations propagandists of the 20th century,  recognised  the 

power of manufacturing consent through the hegemony of propaganda and  stated in 

1928 that: 

The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and 
opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society. Those 
who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible 
government which is the true ruling power of our country….  
                                                                                               (Bernays 1928 p.1) 
 
If we understand the mechanism and motives of the group mind, is it not 
possible to control and regiment the masses according to our will without their 
knowing about it? The recent practice of propaganda has proved that it is 
possible …. 
                                                                                                         (op cit p.71) 



© Mary Roche 2007 

   113 

Manipulating and controlling ‘the masses’ involves collusion at several levels. Shine 

Thompson (2005) argues that hegemony involves a symbiosis between intellectuals, the 

state, and people themselves, in which intellectuals educate the people, and high culture 

informs popular culture, so that subordinate groups consent to those who are dominant 

(p.189).   

… coercion has been met in equal measure by an educated consent, by 
acquiescence to the moral and intellectual leadership of the various hegemonic 
groups in the constellation of the child’s life.  Traditionally these have included 
the church and state. … The vast majority of children is educated into 
compliance with the values inscribed in these institutions both formally in the 
school system and in extracurricular contexts; for a child to be ‘good’ is to be 
conformist and tractable.  
                                                                         (Shine Thompson 2005 pp.191-2)  

As I reflected on how hegemonic public practices influenced my childhood and my 

early education two things happened. First I began to critique how I have until recently 

been led to think in terms of the dominant forms of propositional logic. Second, as I 

became aware of how I have been shaped by these propositional logics into passive 

uncritical acceptance of the status quo, I resolved to improve my practice so as not to 

contribute to an education in which children would be educated into compliance with 

uncritiqued values.   

I am determined not to let the same powerlessness and silencing as I had experienced 

befall my students. I encourage them to be well-behaved, but not at the expense of 

being critical (Russell 1932). I resolved to encourage my students to question and 

challenge anything that they did not understand. My work could therefore be seen as 

counter-hegemonic (Freire and Macedo 1987).   

I will show in Chapter 7 (Action Reflection Cycle 2) how, when my five year olds 

began to challenge the status quo by asking critical question such as, ‘What’s so good 

about straight lines anyway?’, I found myself realising that I too needed to interrogate 

some assumptions. When a four old child challenged the wearing of a uniform one day 

(RD 16-01-02) by asking, ‘How come we all have to look the same in blue clothes?’, it 

meant that the children and I began to problematise concepts of uniformity, and whether 

or not it was a contributing factor to equality. I found myself defending the idea of 

uniforms at first, because they are part of our institutional status quo. However, later I 

found myself questioning my stance, as I filled in my journal.   
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There are several reasons for why wearing school uniforms could be 
seen as desirable: uniforms make everyone look the same, so no-one can 
avail of the social capital of having more expensive clothes; a mandatory 
uniform speeds up the process of getting dressed for school (from my 
own experience of being a parent).  

But in the military, uniforms play a role in training personnel to obey so 
blindly that in battle situations they will even rush uncritically into 
death…So wearing a uniform can also diminish children’s chances of 
being individuals, of standing out from each other… (RD 16-01-02)   

Later on again, when my 3rd class discussed issues from the story of Gandhi, I had to 

revise my thinking once again (Chapter 7).  

My research into the literatures about socio-historical influences on education in Ireland 

in the 1950s informed developing insights into my ontological and epistemological 

stance and provided an impetus for me to delve more deeply into literatures that 

challenged dominant epistemologies (including Belenky et al. 1986, Gilligan 1982, 

1995; Held 1995, Martin 1994), radical pedagogy literatures (such as hooks 1994, 2003; 

Kozol 1992, Shor 1992, 1998, 2002), and critical pedagogy literatures (such as Darder 

et al. 2003, Kincheloe 2004, Leistyna et al. 1996). As I read, my consciousness was 

heightened and I began to see instances of injustice in my world that I had hitherto 

allowed to go uncritiqued. I vowed then to use my educative influence to encourage my 

students to be autonomous thinkers. 

Through my research I have become aware of how power is embedded in education 

(see also Foucault 1991, Devine 2003, Lynch and Lodge 2002). I have found also that 

issues of power permeate and influence the story of my learning journey. For example, 

when my students began to challenge norms and practices of my institution, I began to 

examine for the first time the nature of the power relationships within my classroom, 

my institution and within education generally. With my newfound critical awareness I 

have begun to try to make sense of some of these power issues.  

Some power issues and paradoxes  

Developing the capacity to critique, however, always needs to be understood as taking 

place within a social context, which can be problematic. Leistyna (2002) says that a 

major role of critical research/interpretation should be to expose and transform 

inequities of power (p.72). Kincheloe and Steinberg (1996, in Leistyna et al. 1996), 

state that the great paradox of contemporary schooling and teacher education is that 
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while educators speak of empowerment as a central goal they often ignore ‘the way 

power operates to subvert the empowerment of teachers and students’ (in Leistyna et al. 

1996 p.191). The paradox of seeking ways of empowering my students, while at the 

same time often feeling disempowered myself by the education system of which I am a 

part, and by the prescriptive curriculum which decides what knowledge may be taught 

and when, has been one of the dilemmas that I have had to try to work around as I 

taught my students to learn to think for themselves. As this account shows, I have also 

had to negotiate it for myself as I, too, tried to learn to think critically.   

A. McIntyre (in McIntyre and Dunne 2002) identifies a somewhat similar paradox in 

education when he states that the main purposes of education are the formation of 

citizens while encouraging people to think for themselves (McIntyre and Dunne 2002, 

Dunne and Hogan 2004). As I tried to engage critically with that paradox, I have had to 

grapple with questions such as, ‘Can I work creatively towards my epistemological 

values within a prescriptive curriculum?’ I have come to the realisation that, although I 

do not have a great deal of latitude about deciding what subject matter is taught, I do 

have autonomy about how I teach.  

I must also ask myself if my students are to be free from my imposing my way of 

working on them and how I will know whether, by encouraging others to think for 

themselves, I am imposing my values (Appendix B). In Chapter 1, I stated that I believe 

in freedom for all from the imposition of the constraints on their right to think for 

themselves. When I stated, in a recent seminar with my study group in March 2006, that 

one of the core concepts of my study was freedom, my supervisor asked me if I had 

examined my stance in relation to imposing freedom on others (RD 24-03-06).   This 

led me to revisit the work of Berlin.  

Berlin (2002) critiqued the work of six philosophers who were prominent just before 

and after the French Revolution and whose work, he said, all had some qualities in 

common, one of which was that: 

  

… they all discussed the problem of human liberty and all … claimed that they 
were in favour of it – indeed some of them passionately pleaded for it and 
regarded themselves as the truest champions of what they called true liberty 
                                                                                                  (Berlin 2002 p.5)   



© Mary Roche 2007 

   116 

However, Berlin then added  

… yet it is a peculiar fact that in the end their doctrines are inimical to what is 
normally meant, at any rate, by individual liberty, or political liberty.  (ibid)   

In other words they were in a sense all ‘hostile to liberty’ (Berlin 2002 p.5) in that they 

endeavoured to impose freedom on others, not recognising that what they were doing 

was a denial of the very form of freedom they supported. I wondered if I could see 

myself reflected here.  

A similar dilemma of practice presented itself as I interacted with my colleagues. 

Because of experiencing silencing in my early teaching life, I have spent many years 

trying to ensure that I am affirming and co-operative with teaching colleagues. This is 

relevant for my study because as, I will show in Chapter 5, I have a position of 

responsibility in relation to younger colleagues, in that I have been charged with the 

task of developing pedagogies to support a spirit of critical thinking that will inform 

school policy.  My practice is not then confined to my own classroom.  As I attempt to 

establish and develop a caring critical community of enquiry in a caring community of 

practice (Wenger 1998) with my colleagues, as well as with my students, I try to ensure 

that I use my educative relationships to encourage people to be critical thinkers, rather 

than coerce people to do critical thinking. Wenger (op cit) speaks of the power of 

communities of practice for mutual empowerment and personal and professional 

development through educative relationships. In arguing that learning is not just an 

individual activity, he places the focus of learning on participation so that an 

individual’s learning can contribute to the learning of their communities (p.7). I have 

had to consider how I can contribute to such learning by sharing the experiences of 

studying my practice. Like Whitehead (2004b) I have come to ask how I might 

contribute to the education of social formations, in my case, the social formation of the 

school staff of which I am a part.  

The contribution I wish to make is, while living to my stated values of care, freedom 

and justice, to develop myself as a critically aware thinker, and encourage colleagues 

through my educative influence to recognise their own potentials for critical thinking, 

and for us all to encourage this capacity also in the children with whom we work. In this 

way, I believe, we can collaboratively nurture a culture of democratic critical enquiry in 

our school. I am aware, however, through my studies, of the difficulties of influencing 
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normative cultures that do not embrace the idea of enquiry. Russell (1932) explains, 

reminiscent of the Ireland of the 1950s and 1960s in which I grew up, how there is often 

‘too great a love for conformity both in the herd and in the bureaucrat’ (Russell 1932 

p.144).  Russell saw these two factors as grounds for ‘the harm that is done to education 

by politics’ (op cit p.144). I now understand education to be a deeply political concept, 

rather than a neutral enterprise, as I had believed before my study. My wish to influence 

the nature of work practices that are in harmony with values of democratic enquiry is 

political insofar as a population of educated independent thinkers, passionate about 

what Bohm (1998 p.2) called ‘a spirit of dialogue’ and who ‘share opinions without 

hostility’ in a ‘coherent’ way (pp.6-7), has potential significance for an open and 

democratic society, as Bohm explains: 

…a genuine culture could arise in which opinions and assumptions are not 
defended incoherently. And that kind of culture is necessary for the society to 
work and ultimately for the society to survive.     
                                                                                                    (Bohm 1998 p.7)  

These ideas find resonance in many other literatures about democratic practices. Young 

(2000) contrasts deliberative democracy with activist democracy. Deliberative 

democracy, she argues, relies on reasonableness and discussion while activists take 

political matters into their own hands by the use of such techniques as boycotts and 

protests. In activist democratic situations all citizens are actively involved, while in the 

deliberative model citizens elect representatives to speak on their behalf. Said (2004) 

suggests that active or critical democratic participation is considered a ‘danger to 

stability’ (p. 137). Referring to the report of the Trilateral Commission (1975) he says 

 … the argument is that too much democracy is bad for governability, which is 
that supply of passivity which makes it easier for oligarchies of technical or 
policy experts to push people into line. So if one is endlessly lectured by 
certified experts … there is very little inclination to address this order with 
anything like individual or even collective demands.   
                                                                                                  (Said 2004 p.137) 

Chomsky also has pursued such arguments through his systematic critique of US 

foreign policy (Chomsky 1995, 1999, 2000, 2002). Like Said, Chomsky and Young, I 

too believe that all people should have access to participative democratic practices, and 

it has become one of the reasons why I place such importance on encouraging full 

participation in classroom dialogue and in developing a culture of critical enquiry 

throughout the school.  
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This can be an uphill struggle because, in my experience, and in relation to the ideas in 

this chapter, schools are rarely modelled on participative democratic principles. 

Teachers seldom have autonomy over what to teach, and students appear to have even 

less autonomy over their learning environments. I am not alone in this opinion: McNess 

et al. (2003) point out how in the UK the ‘effective’ (in terms of policy for producing 

improved performance ‘outcomes’ in the ‘Key Stages’ of education) has come to 

dominate the ‘affective’ (in terms of the previously more holistic teaching policies).  

Likewise Bonal (2003), and Robertson, Bonal and Dale (2002) examine how the full 

responsibility for education and for accountability in educational practices has been 

transferred by the state to teachers and schools, while the state simultaneously retains 

control of education at a more central level: 

Neoliberal political rationality, however, develops mechanisms through which 
the state can manage to reduce its presence as well as its legitimation burden, 
while at the same time uses new modes of governance to intervene in the 
affairs of individuals and communities. … Individual and collective behaviour 
are formally free, but new forms of governance are able to shape that 
behaviour.                  
                                                             (Robertson, Bonal and Dale 2002 p.469) 
 

As reported earlier, educational policy in the Ireland of the 1950s virtually ensured a 

form of compliant non-participative democracy when I was in primary school. I believe 

that I internalised my experience of oppressive models of education, to the extent that 

speaking out, questioning, or thinking critically were never an issue for me, mainly 

because I did not know that they were possible. Like many children I was ‘socialised 

into silence’ (Jaworski 1993). I relate this experience to those of other researchers in the 

literatures (see Hartog 2004; Church 2004). My study has enabled me to ‘unlearn to not 

speak’ (Piercy 1971). In correspondence with several colleagues and friends in Ireland 

and in many other English-speaking countries, I have learned that my experiences of 

school were similar to people of different ages from different educational and 

geographic contexts. (Appendices G.1. to G.7.) 

I am now able to articulate my desire to offer a form of counter-hegemony by 

exercising my voice as a researcher, and by presenting the voices of my students as 

researchers. Through the generation of my own living educational theory, I challenge 

the traditional epistemological gate-keeping role of the academy by claiming to know 

my own educational development (Whitehead 1989a). I wish to exercise my capacity to 
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influence my colleagues to do the same. It is a relatively new departure for a hitherto 

silenced teacher population to be in a position to claim theory generation.   

I believe this to be the nature of my original scholarly contribution: I am now able to 

generate my own living theory for how I have come to understand and improve my 

practice, and to encourage my colleagues also to do so. I have done this initially through 

my engagement with the literatures of critical pedagogy, and with the literatures around 

the conceptual frameworks of my study.  The next chapter focuses on contextual issues 

and I will engage with literatures around the contexts of critical thinking, the Irish 

primary school curriculum and research contexts in order to show how I critique these 

contexts and test my claim to have developed pedagogies, in line with my values, that 

encourage critical awareness. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 will describe how I introduced such 

critical pedagogies into my classroom practice, and Chapter 9 speaks further about the 

potential significance of my research for the education of the social formation of my 

school.  
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Chapter 5 

Becoming Critical: Engaging with the literatures of  critical 
thinking, policy and research contexts 

 
 

In this chapter I continue my theme of how I took action in my context, without, at first, 

critically reflecting on what I was doing or why I was taking action. However, as I have 

already shown, some new understanding began to emerge as I engaged with the 

literatures of critical theory and critical pedagogy. This too became a form of action 

because reading critical literatures (such as Apple 1979, Bartolomé 1992, Chomsky 

2000, Freire 1972, Kincheloe 2004) raised more questions for me than answering them.  

I often found the process quite destabilising as my faith in the hitherto unshakable 

foundations of the education system of which I was a part, had begun to crumble.  Now 

I began to look with new eyes at education and question many of the assumptions 

around current educational policies.  For example, in this chapter I begin to deconstruct 

the notion of a standardised curriculum, the breaking up of knowledge into discrete 

curricular areas, the dominance of didactic pedagogies and standardised assessment 

processes and the ensuing labelling of children. It will be seen that these understandings 

permeate this document.  Now, with raised critical consciousness I began to look again 

at what I understood by intelligence and interrogate how I had made assumptions about 

children in the past.  I also began to question my own logics.  It was only then as I 

began to deconstruct concepts and my own mental models that I began to realise that, 

although I thought I was teaching children to think critically, I needed first to engage in 

the idea of what critique meant. In order to do so I first needed to examine the 

contextual frameworks of my study – critical thinking, the Irish primary school 

curriculum and the research contexts around teaching children to think critically 

The starting point for my critique, as I undertook my action enquiry, was to consider the 

idea of experiencing myself as a living contradiction when my values were denied in 

my practice. Early in my studies I was able to articulate my values, but it took 

considerable critical engagement with my own learning to see that I needed to transform 

those values into a living practice. Developing such an understanding came about 
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through reading, talking with critical friends, reflecting on practice and eventually 

coming to the point where I was actively able to critique. I explore these issues in this 

chapter, and now engage with the literatures around my contexts of curriculum and 

critical thinking. I also examine some research contexts in the field of critical thinking. 

Moreover, I demonstrate how I have come to think critically by engaging critically with 

the literatures whose content I am now critiquing.  

I begin by offering an account of the early stages of my research, and the experience of 

myself as a living contradiction.  

Experiencing myself as a living contradiction  

Throughout my teaching career I have consistently sought ways of including children as 

active participants in their learning processes and in dialogue.  However, my emergent 

capacity to articulate my values, and to consider the extent to which I was living in the 

direction of my values, gave me cause for concern, especially in relation to an 

expectation that I would conform to normative school regimes, and my lack of 

resistance in doing so. From my reading of critical and radical pedagogues such as 

Ayers (1995), Greene (1995), Holt (1964) hooks (1994), Shor (2002) I now saw that 

along with setting aside time for discrete weekly discussions I needed to develop a 

wider range of dialogic pedagogies in order to live more closely to my values (see 

Chapter 7). However I was frequently frustrated because living to these values meant 

that I often found myself unable to ‘cover’ the entire range of curricular areas. For much 

of my teaching life I had neglected to ask why this should be so.  I understand now that 

didacticism is premised on propositional logics whereas my epistemological values are 

grounded in more dialectical forms of logic.  I can now see that didactic lessons are 

reifiable ‘things’ that can be ‘planned’, ‘executed’ and ‘assessed’ within a given 

timeframe especially if the only voice is that of the teacher and the children passively 

follow her plans.  Such a lesson could be considered a product. A dialogic lesson is a 

process:  it is about opportunity, conversation, flow, engagement, being: the process can 

be ‘planned for’ but there can be no guarantees around ‘outcomes’ or about what 

happens when children and teachers explore and create new knowledge together.  

Dialogic pedagogies could be seen as square pegs that resist being pounded into the 

round holes of timetables and schedules.  Evaluating such activities can also be 

problematic as I will demonstrate below.   
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For much of my teaching career, life had been simple.  I had allowed myself to be 

dictated to by the demands of the school system of bells and timetables, and a 

curriculum which presents the different subjects as discrete areas to be timetabled 

accordingly (Introduction, Government of Ireland 1999 p.70).  As reported, I had not 

questioned this state of affairs although I had often felt uncomfortable about my 

practice, because for much of my life I did not realise the status quo was questionable. 

Now with increasing critical awareness I found that interruptions such as bells and 

timetables make dialogic practice difficult and that I needed to deconstruct for myself  

the concept of knowledge being a ‘thing’ to be chopped into discrete deliverable 

‘things’ called subjects (for example see Figure 5.1 below). 

   Figure 5-1: Table: Suggested minimum weekly time framework 

��

                                            (Curriculum Introduction, Government of Ireland 1999 p.70) 

For a long time, though, in spite of appreciating my values as the guiding principles of 

my practice, I complied with what was expected of me so as to try to ‘deliver the 

curriculum’. Although I had not the language initially to articulate my feelings of 

dissonance at the contradiction between the kind of teacher I wanted to be, and the kind 

I actually was, I now see that at heart there was an inherent tension between my 

dialectically informed epistemological values, and the propositional forms of logic that 

underpin technical rational timetables, the separation of subjects into discrete contents, 

and the prescription of teacher manuals.   
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As my studies progressed, and I began to develop more dialogical pedagogies, I was 

frequently stymied by the technical rational constraints of the school day.  For example, 

in my current institution I met every fortnight for short-term planning with two other 

teachers.  We searched our textbooks and resources to devise interesting lessons in each 

subject area and sought appropriate assessment strategies. When I introduced ideas for 

more dialogical forms of practice, my colleagues were supportive, but we found that 

dialogical pedagogies do not ‘fit’ tidily into twenty-five minute timeslots. I could see 

the competing epistemological stances clearly for the first time.   

The concept of timeslots and dialogical ways of kno wing 

Drawing again on the work of Capra (1997), the concept of curriculum as a sequence of 

timeslots can be understood as grounded in a technical rational managerial approach to 

education and in positivist ways of knowing that hark back to Cartesian epistemological 

values (see Chapter 3 this document). Descartes understood mind and body as separate 

entities. He saw the universe as a mechanistic entity, which could ‘be understood 

through analysing it in terms of its smallest parts’ (Capra 1997 p.19). He developed a 

form of thinking that ‘consists of breaking up complex phenomena into pieces to 

understand the behaviour of the whole from the property of its parts’ (Capra 1997 ibid).  

Dialogical pedagogies, on the other hand, involve what Bohm (1998) calls entering into 

‘the spirit of the dialogue’ (p.2), in which knowledge is understood as a flowing process 

involving wholeness (Bohm 2004). Bohm states that fragmentation originates in how 

we think and suggests that ‘it is thought that divides everything up’ (p.10).  

Every division we make is a result of how we think. In actuality the whole 
world is shades merging into one. But we select certain things and separate 
them from others – for convenience at first … 
                                                                                                (Bohm 2004 p.10) 

It can be seen immediately how the concepts of fragmentation and flow are in tension. 

The artificial division of knowledge into separate categories is indicative of an 

education system that perceives education as something to be controlled and managed. 

Foucault (1980) would suggest that it is indicative of a public discourse that sees people 

as things to be controlled and managed also. McDermott and Richardson (2005), cite 

Freud’s statement that ‘education must inhibit, forbid and suppress’ (p36).  I work in a 

school that is collegiate and supportive of innovative practices.  Our mission statement, 

which I, as one of the first four members of staff, helped to generate in association with 
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a group of parents, states that we endeavour to ‘create an environment where all are free 

to question and encouraged to think.’ Nevertheless, broader educational systemic norms 

influence policy.  These systemic norms involve rules, routines, administration, a 

standardised curriculum with discrete subject areas, and large classes of 30 or more 

children with scarce resources unless they are provided by fundraising on the part of 

parents and staff. As I struggled to implement dialogical pedagogies, I now saw such 

norms, especially the breaking up of knowledge into discrete subjects as a prime 

example of the fragmentation of which Bohm (2004) spoke. Trying to adhere to 

timetables is frequently frustrating when I am involved with my children in a creative 

process and a bell goes which tells us it is now time to go to Drama class, and we are 

already immersed in a flow of creativity, such as poetry composition or art.  

I did not, however, abandon my wish to develop a creative, dialogical experience for 

my students and myself, and I persevered in my efforts to devise interesting learning 

activities that spoke to the children’s experience. I was diligent in my short term 

planning. I addressed the demands of the curriculum, and wrote up my fortnightly 

schemes accordingly.  However, I found it impossible to stick rigidly to schemes: when 

a subject was interesting and when the children were creative and involved, I would join 

with their sense of delight, and, providing the children were not obliged to go to another 

area of the school for lessons, I saw no problem with allowing the activity to run on 

until, together, we felt we had fully explored the subject. This got me into several kinds 

of difficulty: initially I risked alienating the goodwill of other teachers, such as the 

learning support and language support teachers who provide in-class support and who 

expect me to be doing what it says on the timetable. An entry in my diary reads: 

When D came in for Maths today, the children were experimenting with 
constructing bridges that would support an increasing weight of 
materials. It was noisy, fun and exciting.  

She was very supportive and got involved, but interestingly, the children 
she usually supports didn’t appear to need her help with construction. 
Their difficulty appears to be with abstract, conceptual mathematics. 
(RD 30-03-06) 

Children who need help with learning have a right to every possible resource that the 

system can offer. The learning support teacher, the language support teacher and the 

resource teacher (who also has to come to my class), are obliged to adhere to timetables 

in order to fulfil their obligations to the children who need them in various classrooms: I 
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have to try to teach in ways that support my values. There are competing rights and 

value-systems here, and each of us has the best interests of the children at heart. It has 

taken cooperation and collegiality to come up with creative and just solutions whereby 

the rights of the children in need of support are met.  However, to return to the data 

extract, the fact that the students did not need the assistance of the learning support that 

day bears out the thinking of several educators (Gardner 1983, Dewey 1910, 1929; von 

Glasersfeld 1995, 1996) who argue that children need experience with solving ‘real’ 

problems, as much as with abstract conceptual mathematics.  The learning support 

teacher and I were then able to use this knowledge to develop a range of alternative 

ways of scaffolding learning.    

The issue of evaluation and assessment remained.  At the end of each month, I would 

submit my planning schemes to my principal as monthly progress reports, with each 

area duly ticked off as ‘done’ or ‘not done’. As it was not always easy to determine 

what exactly had been ‘done’, I got around my difficulty by sometimes including CDs 

of discussions or photos of children working individually and collaboratively, as 

illustrated in Figures 5.2 and 5.3 below. 

�������

�

Figure 5-2: Photos of my students researching together 
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�

Figure 5-3: Photo of E presenting her findings of her research on dinosaurs 
�����

From reading critical pedagogues, such as Ayers (1995), Shor (1992) and others, I 

began to question again the didactic practices which had been so much part of my 

teaching repertoire. I began to look for ways to incorporate more dialogue, and more 

enquiry learning methodologies into my practice and seek ways of devolving more 

autonomy to my students. I gathered data from some of these enquiry methodologies 

that show my students engaging with a variety of learning opportunities.  However, the 

learning involved would often be difficult to assess by any kind of standardised 

methodology.  Factual knowledge could be checked but the full range of the children’s 

learning is probably immeasurable.  

Figures 5.2 and 5.3 demonstrate one such activity in which the children researched 

dinosaurs in teams (3rd class November 06). The 8 and 9 year old children took 

responsibility for the whole activity. It involved the interpersonal skills of negotiation 

and management in deciding who would do what, in terms of who would get the 

material and document the data, who would compile it, and who would report to the 

class what the team had found out. I stepped out of the activity other than to direct 

individual children towards resources.  In this way the children negotiated a complex 

range of new learning. One such was the discovery of how to use the index in reference 

books, a source of surprise to J who said: 

You mean I could have just looked there in that list and found the right 
page! I’ve just spent ages going through the whole book! That’s so 
handy! (RD 24-11-06) 

My students researched palaeontologists on the internet, drew and made models of 

dinosaurs, looked up whether their dinosaur was a carnivore or an herbivore, brought in 
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models for display, composed poetry, learned a song about dinosaurs and wrote up their 

findings, and finally presented their work publicly. The learning involved multiple 

intelligences (Gardner 1983) and coverage of different areas of the curriculum. 

However little of this learning could be assessed by technical measurement. 

Other examples of enquiry learning that were difficult to assess in technical rational 

ways, include investigating seeds, making butter, sowing potatoes, examining prisms, 

looking at fingerprints, making raisins ‘dance’ in fizzy drinks and several other science 

projects, as illustrated in Figures 5.4 to 5.6 below.  Children who performed well in 

these activities were often the same children who did not encounter success in 

standardised tests. 

��

�

Figure 5-4: Photos of my students examining seeds and planting potatoes 
 
 

�

Figure 5-5: Photos of acid/alkali indicator and exploring sounds experiments  
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�

Figure 5-6: Photos of students working together on measurement and prisms  

As well as working dialogically together in the area of history, geography, maths and 

science, I also arranged opportunities for my students to meet with artists and 

craftspeople who visited our classroom to demonstrate their work, and to talk with the 

children. The children were helped to learn to knit in collaboration with a team of local 

women. This was a very successful project, because, as well as learning the craft, the 

children and knitting experts were soon exchanging ideas about colours, textures, styles 

of knitted garments and stories from the knitters’ early knitting attempts, as shown in 

Figure 5.7 (below) and which also shows a video still of a group of children in a 

‘knitting and chatting’ circle, which some boys, in particular, seemed to enjoy (see also 

video link ‘dialogue and knitting’ in Chapter 9). 

��

Figure 5-7: Video still and photo of dialogue and knitting 
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But again the learning was of the sort that cannot easily be assessed by technical 

rational methods. When I tried to tick the ‘done’ and ‘not done’ boxes in my progress 

reports, I found it difficult to articulate what had been ‘done’.   

We also visited several art exhibitions. The physical act of going there could be ticked 

off as ‘done’, but to try to assess, or even to describe the learning that took place, was 

not so easy. It is not possible to measure the kind of learning that happens when a child 

is in rapt communion with a piece of art. It may not be even possible for the child to 

articulate her response in any other way, except through smiles, or through drawing or 

through engaging in silent dialogical engagement with the art – see Figure 5.8 below. 

�

Figure 5-8: Photos of students in a gallery 

Neither is it possible to gauge what is happening when a child is in conversation with a 

visiting knitting volunteer. I can say, ‘X learned how to cast on 10 stitches today’, but 

perhaps X also learned about life in school when the knitting volunteer was young, or 

perhaps X was exposed to a new methodology for holding knitting needles if one is left-

handed, or experienced an aesthetic response to the texture or the colour of the wool. It 

is not possible to quantify empirically, for example, what kind of relational knowledge 

was generated or what development of interpersonal or intrapersonal intelligence 

(Gardner 1983) occurred while in a dialogue with the visitor.  When activities ran over 

their allotted time, something else had to be dropped.  This meant that I often looked in 

dismay at my progress records and ticked several ‘to be done’ boxes. 

For example, in November 2004 my father visited my class to talk to the children about 

his passion for woodcarving (Figure 5.9 below). The visit was scheduled to last for 

forty minutes. Instead it lasted over two hours. The children listened, questioned, and 
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engaged him in dialogue. They experimented with tools; they felt and smelt the wood 

and rubbed the wax; they had a science lesson about how bog oak is formed; and a 

history lesson about what life was like when my father attended school more than 

seventy years ago. Afterwards, parents came to thank me for what appeared to be one of 

the ‘coolest’ (according to one child) school experiences their children had had. I wrote 

in my diary:  

A week after the woodcarving presentation M told me that she and her 
child had gone to the shopping centre. They passed a display of wooden 
carvings. C touched several pieces and said, ‘Somebody carved that with 
tools and rubbed wax on it to shine it. I’d like to do that too sometime.’ 
(RD 16-11-04) 

��������� ��

Figure 5-9: Display of photos from the woodcarver’s visit 

I have offered these stories to show that I was consistently experiencing myself as a 

living contradiction, because the values that inspired my everyday practices were often 

denied by the technical rationality of the wider education system of which I was a part, 

and with which I was expected to conform. The realisation that I was a living 

contradiction (Whitehead 1989a) came about slowly. I believe that I have always been a 

reflective practitioner (Schön 1983) and have always tried to teach with integrity, but 

now I realise that reflection alone is insufficient for bringing about methodological 
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change in one’s practice. In my case, a further element was needed, that of becoming 

more critically aware.  

One of my tasks in becoming more critical was to try to see things not just as they were 

and are, but also how they might be otherwise. Greene (1995) suggests that each 

person’s reality must be understood as interpreted experience, and that the mode of 

interpretation depends on his or her situation and location in the world.  It depends as 

well, she says, on the number of vantage points a person is able or enabled to take: the 

number of perspectives that will ‘disclose multiple aspects of a contingent (not a self-

existent) world’ (p.19). Didactic teaching mostly involves one perspective – that of the 

didact – either the teacher or the textbook. I sought pedagogies that embody my values 

of care, freedom and justice – pedagogies that would allow my students to think for 

themselves and go beyond the commonplace and glimpse what ‘could be’.   

It is to see beyond what the imaginer has called normal or ‘commonsense’ and 
to carve out new orders in experience. Doing so, a person may become freed to 
glimpse what might be, to form notions of what should be, and what is not yet. 
And the same person may, at the same time, remain in touch with what 
presumably is.  
                                                                                              (Greene 1995 p.17) 

I have referred to how my critical awareness emerged when I started researching some 

critical pedagogy literatures. I looked again at my practice and my context to try to 

develop my ability to envisage possibilities I had not hitherto imagined. For example, I 

suddenly became aware of the increasing prescription in textbooks and teacher manuals.  

The Religious Education programme and the Irish Language 
programmes are particularly prescriptive in outlining every day’s 
activities, the questions I should ask, the answers I should solicit and the 
tasks I should set the children: nothing is left to chance. They are being 
marketed as ‘teacher-proof’ and no-one seems to see the irony there. 
(RD 22-01-02 and Appendix F.1.)   

I understand prescription as signifying a lack of trust in people’s ability to discern and 

make choices, and that it can close down critical thinking. For Freire (1972), 

prescription has connotations of the oppressor: 

One of the basic elements of the relationship between oppressor and oppressed 
is prescription.  
                                                                                                (Freire 1972 p.28) 
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I had never challenged prescription before, because I had never noticed it. Critical 

awareness developed only gradually. For example I wrote: 

R, S and I spoke today about the gradual systematic erosion of teacher 
professional autonomy. I explained my concerns about the Irish and RE 
programmes. S commented that the RE manual was so prescriptive that 
if given to the postman he could probably ‘teach’ the lessons. It specifies 
what to say in discussions and when; what questions to ask and when; 
what artwork should be done and how: there are even some questions 
and answers to be memorised!  (RD 22-02-03) 

My capacity for critique came from talking with critical friends and engagement with 

the literatures, and it is to these literatures that I now turn.  

As an organising framework for this section, I draw on the ideas of Foucault (1982) that 

discourses are made up of discursive practices. Foucault describes these discursive 

practices as a body of anonymous, historical rules (p. 45) and he held that power 

relations are embedded in the discursive practices of institutions such as schools. 

According to McLaren (2003a) such discursive practices refer to the rules which  

… govern what is said and what must remain unsaid, who can speak with 
authority and who must listen… [these are] not simply words but [are] 
embodied in the practice of institutions, the patterns of behaviour, and in forms 
of pedagogy.   
                                                                                          (McLaren 2003a p.83)   

I explained in the previous chapter how I thought about what might be the discursive 

practices embedded in my classroom and institution, and researched literatures 

pertaining to Irish contexts (Lynch 2001, 2004, 2005, 2006; Lynch and Lodge 2002, 

Devine 2003, Drudy and Lynch 1993). I came to see that teachers as well as children 

are sometimes powerless. Although I knew that traditionally children ‘must listen’ in 

class, until recently I did not realise that teachers were also among those who ‘must 

listen’. While verbally dominant within their classroom context, within larger 

institutional and education systems teachers are often encouraged to ask only procedural 

or operational questions in relation to systemic or institutional norms, making them 

simultaneously powerful and powerless (Lynch 2005).  I realised too that the power 

differentials in education seem to have remained more or less the same since I was in 

school. Lynch (2005) states that 

… power inequalities are not just a problem for students. Teachers experience 
power differentials both horizontally and vertically, in terms of school 
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management and colleagues respectively … They are subject to control by 
external bodies and by the authority of those in superordinate positions within 
their own institution. They are simultaneously both powerful and powerless.   
                                                       (Lynch, in Lyons and Waldron, 2005 p.155)  

When I looked at my own practice, I saw that, although I can challenge pedagogical 

issues in relation to the curriculum, I cannot unilaterally decide to jettison any part of 

the curriculum, or decide, for example, that the concepts of division or fractions should 

be left until fourth class rather than be taught in third class. To do so would have to 

involve whole school policy and negotiation with the inspectorate. Similarly, I could 

not challenge with any authority, issues such as proposed performance related 

assessment of teachers and children, standardised testing of children, or the publication 

of inspectors’ reports about schools on the internet, all of which appear to me to be at 

odds with the rhetoric of the 1999 Curriculum (Government of Ireland 1999), which 

emphasises child-centred learning and democratic practices.  

I could, however, change my pedagogy, and so challenge pedagogical norms by 

introducing new forms of pedagogy that seemed to carry more hope for the realisation 

of my values than traditional didactic pedagogies. This is what I decided to do. I now 

offer a critique of the contexts in which my critical pedagogies are located, and in my 

next three chapters I explain how I put them into action, and how I also began critically 

to reflect on and generate insights about what I was doing. I began to move from 

description to explanation.  

I start by offering an overview of the contexts of Philosophy for Children (PC4), and 

Thinking Time, and their relevance for thinking and teaching with critical awareness 

and I test my ideas against them. 

An overview of the contexts of Philosophy for Child ren (P4C), Thinking Time, 
the Critical Thinking movement 

 In the 1990s, as noted earlier, I introduced a programme called Thinking Time into my 

practice.  This programme was adapted from the ideas of Matthew Lipman (1982, 1984, 

1985, 1988, 1991, 1993, 1996; Lipman et al. 1980; Lipman and Sharp 1994) who 

devised a programme so that teachers, equipped with Lipman’s novels and instruction 

manuals, could introduce philosophical dialogue in their classrooms. The teachers 

would then aim to draw out responses from the children according to Lipman’s 

methodological guidelines.  For many years I accepted the underpinning assumptions of 
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Lipman’s work. Now, through my increased critical awareness arising from reading 

critical pedagogy literatures I began to ask some questions.   

For example, while I agree with many of Lipman’s reasons and ideas, his methodology 

seems to me to be unduly prescriptive, and rests on an underlying assumption that, 

without Lipman’s manuals, teachers would not be able to guide the discovery of 

knowledge through dialogue. Lipman’s ideas have been adapted for use in many 

countries (www.icpic.org) and training courses have been set up to ensure that teachers 

know what to do.  A critical appraisal of the materials, however, would reveal that 

children are being ‘taught to think’ in order to work towards an end point called ‘better 

thinking’. Vansieleghem (2005), for example, suggests that the Philosophy for Children 

(P4C) movement appears to be an all-or-nothing ‘package’: 

… there is reason for scepticism ... Since we are expected as a matter of course 
to subscribe to the basic assumptions of Philosophy for Children, we seem to 
have tied ourselves to the whole package, as it were, without reservation.  
                                                                                     (Vansieleghem 2005 p.20) 

I also find disquieting some of the claims of the P4C movement in that there appears to 

be an assumption that a general consensus will be reached though guided discussion. 

This makes me anxious, because it appears to hint at some kind of ‘right answer’ that 

children will achieve, given enough time and guidance by the teacher.  My videos show 

that in classroom discussions with my students, I position myself as co-participant and 

remain largely silent, speaking only when it is my turn or when I feel that the children 

are unable to move the discussion along.  Several observers have remarked on this: 

… the children just keep talking and you don’t really intervene at all 
(comment by YO’F after observing several classroom dialogue sessions. 
RD 06-12-04) 

What’s surprising to me is how little input you have in the discussion. 
(comment by parent DMcC following a viewing of videoed dialogues 
22-05-06) 

Lipman believes, however, that the teacher should intervene frequently and drive the 

dialogue through a specific agenda, so the children’s thinking becomes guided by the 

teacher towards what seems to me the ‘correct’ philosophical conclusion (see BBC TV 

1990). 
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Furthermore, the Lipman programme appears unduly deterministic, although the 

avowed aim is to create democratic citizens for the future. This view is not 

commensurable with my own values. Like Russell (1932), I believe that it is better to 

produce free-thinking individuals than conformist citizens. Hence my decision to 

generate my living theory of practice, which, while it incorporates insights from 

Lipman’s work, is grounded in the realities of creating democratic and fair conditions in 

my everyday work, and in the evidence I produce to show how I am creating those 

conditions. The reasons for adopting this perspective appear to be shared by 

Vansieleghem (2005), who says: 

… thinking and dialogue as conceived by Philosophy for Children cannot be a 
basis for democracy and freedom simply because it is determined in advance 
by a specific kind of thinking and acting in accordance with roles that we are 
expected to fulfill: namely, being autonomous, critical, creative and 
communicative citizens.  Other possibilities are excluded.  
                                                                                    (Vansieleghem 2005 p.20)   
 

Long (2005) also critiques Lipman’s emphasis on the ‘training’ of children as 

philosophers by learning the skills of argument, maintaining that philosophy therefore 

becomes an end rather than thinking for its own sake. I agree with Long, albeit from a 

different perspective.  I want my students to learn to become critical thinkers not merely 

to learn to acquire debating skills.  To that end I provide opportunities in which to 

discuss and dialogue – not training sessions.  

I also agree with Reed and Johnson’s view of the purposes of philosophy for children:  

The assumption behind philosophy for children is that if you can get children to 
talk well … you are well on your way to achieving the goal of creating a 
person who can think well for herself or himself.  
                                                                           (Reed and Johnson 2000 p. 206) 

Like Reed and Johnson (ibid) I question the inherent assumptions underlying the notion 

of ‘getting’ the children to ‘talk well’ and the idea of ‘creating a person’.  To me these 

phrases are redolent of prescriptive practice and propositional logics. To achieve the 

situation in which children do talk and think well, I adopt the following strategies for 

classroom discussions. First I provide the starting points for formal dialogue by making 

plenty of time available. I arrange a circle seating arrangement by moving the 

classroom furniture with my children (see Figure 5.10) and sometimes by taking them 
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to an empty classroom where chairs are already made available in a circle, although this 

latter later proved to be problematic (see Chapter 8).  

�

Figure 5.10: Video still of children preparing the room for a circle 

I sit in the circle at the children’s level, where possible, and after reading a story or 

introducing a picture or poem or a child’s question as a starting point, I then turn the 

responsibility for the discussion over to the children and become one with them in the 

circle. I sit, listening, thinking, remaining silent, or speaking when it is my turn (see 

Figures 5.11). 

����

�

Figure 5-11: Video stills of my participation in discussion  

In my videos it can be seen that the children ‘run’ the discussion: they keep the flow of 

dialogue going; they listen to each other attentively and with respect; they engage with 

each others’ ideas and build on them; they exhibit delight in the use of words. They 

fulfil many criteria that Bohm (1998) suggests are essential for dialogue: they can 
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maintain eye contact through the circle arrangement; there is no set agenda other than 

an open discussion about what the story or topic meant to them, and there is an open 

forum, with no scoring of points.   

During discussions like this, I have found myself drawn in by the richness of the 

dialogue and amazed at having my own ideas challenged both by myself and by the 

children. It is clear, I believe, from my videos (see accompanying CD), that my students 

have demonstrated their capability to think for themselves in critical and creative ways. 

My deep learning from my research is not that I have taught them this, but rather that I 

have learned how to think critically myself alongside them so as to recognise the 

importance of what is happening.   

Despite my reservations about his methodologies, however, I found much to be admired 

about Lipman’s work. I have incorporated elements of Lipman’s ideas and elements of 

other different thinking programmes into my practice.   

For example, Donnelly’s (1994) idea of Thinking Time offers open-ended selection of 

topics and affords opportunities to pursue these topics in a wide variety of directions. In 

this model the teacher seeks to be a member of the discussion circle rather than an overt 

authority figure. However, I will show later that as I became more critically aware 

myself, I saw that this approach, if it is isolated from a wider dialogical practice, fails to 

fully realise my value of teaching children to be creative autonomous critical thinkers.  

The dangerous reification of critical thinking  

I have been influenced by the large body of literature relating to critical thinking (for 

example Ennis 1987, Lipman 1984, 1987, 1988; Paul 1993, Paul and Elder 2001, Paul 

et al. 1995, Quinn 1997, Siegel 1988, Splitter and Sharp 1995, Thayer-Bacon 2000). 

However, these literatures largely view critical thinking from a propositional 

perspective, as a reified ‘something’ that one ‘does’ following the acquisition of 

specific skills. The aim is to produce a product called ‘better critical thinking’ through 

an analysis of skills, dispositions and knowledge. For example, Paul and Elder (2001 

p.84) list eight universal elements of reasoning that are present in all reasoning of all 

subjects in all cultures for all time. Their ideas appear to be firmly grounded in 

propositional thinking. Paul et al. (1995) suggest that teachers should develop 

themselves into critical thinkers.  I agree with this stance, but I disagree with their 
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suggestion that teachers should do so by learning and using the principles and skills of 

critical thinking.  Again this approach is also premised on the view that knowledge is 

reified, and that critical thinking is ‘thing’ that incorporates a set of skills that can be 

‘got’.  Splitter and Sharp (1995) advocate promoting a culture of critical thinking in a 

classroom, an approach with which I agree, but they also adopt a propositional 

methodology for doing so. 

Siegel (1988) articulates a view of critical thinking that comes close to my own when he 

says that a critical thinker possesses both skills and character traits. He refers to these 

traits as a critical spirit (p.39).  He argues that a person must not only be able to think 

critically, but that critical thinkers must be willing or otherwise disposed to doing so. He 

does still, however, tend to reify critical thinking, and favour the ‘having’ of a set of 

discrete skills. 

I believe my research goes beyond propositional theories, although it incorporates 

elements from many of them. When I sit with my students and take a non-didactic role 

in the discussion I am not ‘studying critical thinking’, nor ‘teaching critical thinking’ 

neither am I studying my students. I don’t ‘teach’ the children any skills for doing 

‘good’ discussion. I don’t prepare a lesson in advance on dispositions of critical 

thinking. Instead I listen to what is being said (Figure 5.12) and I engage with my 

children as a co-thinker, co-talker, and co-participant in the conversation. 

�� �

Figure 5-12: Video still of me listening as a child speaks 

I find much to relate to in the work of Burbules (1993) who criticises ‘antidialogical’ 

instructional practices, particularly the initiation-response-evaluation type of 

questioning which he says, serve to ‘maintain the crude appearance of discussion while 
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maintaining the teacher’s desire for actual control’ (p. 154) and which displays ‘lack of 

commitment to truly open-ended and exploratory dialogue (p.153). Burbules’ approach 

is honest and tentative: 

…I would recommend a pragmatic, contextual, fallibilistic perspective that 
regards the possibilities of dialogue with persistence and hope, while being 
prepared as well for its possible failure and breakdown. 
                                                                                           (Burbules 1993 p.160) 

Unlike the Lipman methodology and focus on the product of ‘better thinking’, my 

discussions with children are open-ended processes. There is no artifice, no pre-planned 

agenda to the discussions. Once we are seated in a circle, discussion tends to happen 

organically. In my research diary on 03-04-06 I wrote 

I have been discussing this story (‘Dragons and Giants’: Lobel, 1992) 
with different classes now for about 6 years and I am amazed 
continually by children finding new aspects of the story that I have never 
considered.  

A’s comment today about there being ‘no way of looking brave, but a 
way of looking not brave’ was very interesting. Does this mean that you 
can see fear in a person but not courage? Where does this kind of 
learning come from? I certainly did not ‘teach’ it.  

J’s analytical enumeration of all the different kinds of courage was 
interesting. One can see his logical scientific mind at work. It was a 
stimulating discussion. It was interesting how the topic of courage 
segued into physical strength: it’s as though some children see physical 
strength and courage as synonymous. (RD: 03-04-06) 

I can see that in my reflections I am shifting from a position of observer and teacher 

into one of participant and learner. This is as it should be, I believe: my researcher 

voice, learning voice and teaching voice are interwoven with my ordinary human 

participative voice.  

The next piece of data is drawn from a discussion on freedom following the reading of 

Anne Frank’s story (Polle and Barrett 2005) from our history syllabus. Neither I nor the 

children set out with the agenda of discussing freedom.  The children’s comments on 

what they understood by freedom came about organically as they responded to the 

story.  It shows me the high level of critical awareness that some children can reach.  
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K: People deserve freedom: everybody is human, so in that way 
everybody is the same.  It’s not fair if one person makes another person 
do something they don’t want to do. No one is more important than 
anyone else …  

C:  I agree with T that freedom is being able to do whatever you want 
but you shouldn’t have the freedom to kill anyone. Or you shouldn’t be 
able to take over the world and kill people …  

Jk: I just thought of this when CY was talking about slaves. I think 
freedom isn’t something you can give to someone. Even if you’re a 
slave owner: because the slave might have freedom already inside 
themselves and you might be only giving them sort of like … 
permission or something. Permission doesn’t really mean the same thing 
as freedom ... (RD 07-02-06) 

One child who was new to the school spoke about the need for people to be left alone 

while they grieved.   

DH:  I think freedom is something you need all the time but sometimes 
you need it more than other times, like if someone dies and you’re very 
sad you need freedom to be alone ... (RD 07-02-06) 

This student has experienced difficult situations in his personal life: it was poignant that 

it took a classroom discussion on freedom to release some of this emotion in words. I 

later wrote: 

I came to think more deeply about freedom through this discussion. The 
liveliness and energy of the children was almost palpable. They were 
engaged completely … 

… the conversation continued as they walked out to yard break at lunch 
time. I was really surprised that DH spoke about grief. This is a major 
step for him and took a lot of courage. I must make sure he gets some 
extra attention. (RD 07-02-06) 

The entries in my diary differ considerably from the kind of rhetoric in the mainstream 

literatures of critical thinking.  I am living and working with real people. We share 

human experiences, and our discussions involve us in a genuine sharing of ideas, in a 

constant flow as Bohm (1998) described.   

I now move to a brief discussion of policy contexts to which research about critical 

thinking may be relevant. 
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Policy contexts 

The main policy documents that are relevant for my research context are Curaclam na 

Bunscoile (Government of Ireland 1971) and the 1999 Primary School Curriculum 

(Government of Ireland 1999). I give a brief outline of both documents. 

The 1971 Curriculum 

It is important to realise that the dominant theoretical approach in Irish educational 

sociology up to the 1970s was functionalist (Drudy and Lynch 1993 p.29). Such an 

approach promotes an ‘equal opportunities’ meritocratic ideal, grounded in an ideology 

that promotes a view of success in education and industry as based on ability and effort 

and not on socio-cultural factors such as social position, background, race, gender and 

place of residence.  

… it is the task of education to make sure that every member of society has, as 
it were, an equal chance to be unequal and can move according to skill and 
effort into the social position most appropriate to their talents. 
                                                                               (Drudy and Lynch 1993 p.31)  

It could be argued that the offering of a broad base of curricular subjects at primary 

level seems to imply less emphasis on meritocratic ideals and thus less danger of 

selectively screening children for future employment as happens in the secondary 

system. However, this is not the case in reality. In the primary education system 

pedagogical practice is still heavily reliant on the weighting of the ‘academic’ 

disciplines of ‘the 3 R’s’ (see Murphy 2004) and, despite awareness of theories of 

multiple intelligences (Gardner 1983), the Irish primary school assessment system still 

relies heavily on empirical standardised norm referenced assessment. Tests such as 

Micra T (Wall and Burke 2004) and Sigma T (Wall and Burke 2007) are used 

extensively in Irish schools and are seen as reliable methods of determining the 

cognitive abilities of students.  Spirituality, interpersonal and intrapersonal abilities, 

spatial awareness, or an aesthetic sense are often ignored as indicators of future success. 

They are not ‘measurable’ by national standards and therefore not valued (see also 

Apple 2001b).   

Studies such as the Irish National Teacher’s Organisation (INTO) (1986) and Hall 

(1995) showed there were high levels of support for the principles of the curriculum but 

at the same time (according to an INTO survey cited in Drudy and Lynch 1993 p.103), 
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60% of teachers expressed a preference for traditional didactic approaches. INTO 

(1986) and Hall (1995) show that, in the majority of schools, practice was teacher-

centred, and that there was divergence between approval of the curriculum and its 

implementation. 

The 1971 Curriculum claimed to favour enquiry learning and an emphasis on oral work. 

However, according to Hall (1995), implementation of the 1971 Curriculum 

recommendations was mainly limited to the infant classrooms where a constructivist 

approach grounded largely in Piagetian theory was favoured. Middle and senior classes, 

on the other hand, seemed to be guided by a constructivist theory but implemented a 

behaviourist practice. This situation was contradictory, in that constructivism provides 

descriptions of how individuals learn rather than prescriptions for how they should 

learn. A survey by INTO (1986 pp. 18-19) suggested that two-thirds of teachers 

reported spending more than half their time in whole-class teaching using didactic 

pedagogies, which would appear contrary to the 1971 Curriculum guidelines. 

The 1999 curriculum 

The introduction of the 1999 revised New Curriculum (Government of Ireland 1999) 

was preceded by several papers: the OECD’s Reviews of National Policies for 

Education (Government of Ireland 1999); Education for a Changing World: Green 

Paper on Education (Government of Ireland 1992), and Charting our Education 

Future: White Paper on Education (Government of Ireland 1995). The White Paper 

built upon the consultative processes following the National Education Convention in 

October 1993 (Government of Ireland 1995 p.1). The opening sentence on the section 

entitled ‘Education and the State’ (p.6) reads  

The State’s role in education arises as part of its overall concern to achieve 
economic prosperity, social well-being and a good quality of life within a 
democratically structured society. 
                                                                         (Government of Ireland 1995 p.6) 

‘Economic prosperity’ and ‘investment’ are referred to, several times. 

Economic activity is increasingly dependent on the knowledge and skills of 
people and their capacity to learn … Thus investment in education is a crucial 
concern of the State to enhance Ireland’s capacity to compete effectively in a 
rapidly changing international environment.  
                                                                                                   (op cit 1995 p.7) 
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A functionalist ideology appears to remain as an underlying principle of the philosophy 

of the 1999 curriculum.    

I have already referred to how critical thinking is referred to in the Introduction, History 

and SPHE documents and how the idea of a teacher using her own critical awareness to 

promote her students’ critical awareness is not addressed. Furthermore, although 

references appear about the need for discussion and for higher-order thinking skills in 

several places in the Curriculum handbooks and teacher guidelines, apart from the 

already cited SPHE exemplar 19 (SPHE Teacher guidelines Government of Ireland 

1999 p.83) referring to seating children in a circle for discussion, there is no clear 

provision of contexts as to how these can be linked and implemented so as to allow 

children to engage in dialogue in conjunction with the fostering of critical awareness. 

The aims of the English/literacy document are specific in relation to language 

development and to cognition, but nowhere in the curricular documents can I find an 

acknowledgement of the child’s capacity as an autonomous critical thinker.  

In Social, Environmental and Scientific Education (SESE), the idea of ‘thinking 

scientifically (predicting, hypothesising, evaluating and making cognitive connections)’ 

is referred to. References to ‘discussion’ occur in strands of the geography and history 

sections. While this awareness of the linking of higher-order thinking and language is to 

be welcomed, I believe it stops short of addressing what I consider to be the real 

purpose of thinking in a classroom context: learning to think for oneself. I suggest that 

in our classroom discussions my students and I place a greater emphasis on learning 

how to think than what to think. We engage in non-violent and non-judgemental 

argument; we respect the rights of others and ‘question answers rather than answer 

questions’ (Chapter 7). We learn to view knowledge as something that we can co-

create: we learn to learn, and to make good judgements.   

Research contexts 

I now turn to a brief discussion of the external research contexts in which critical 

thinking and philosophy for children is placed. 

Studies into philosophical enquiry with children include the following: 
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·  In the USA: studies on philosophy for children and the community of enquiry 

movement have been carried out primarily by the Institute for the Advancement 

of Philosophy for Children (IAPC), Montclair State University, New Jersey see 

for example http://cehs.montclair.edu/academic/iapc/research.shtml 

·  In England: Robert Fisher in Brunel College, London; the Society for the 

Advancement of Philosophical Enquiry and reflection in Education (SAPERE) 

whose research can be accessed at http://sapere.org.uk/research/   

·  In Wales: Karin Murris and Joanna Haynes have been the principal researchers 

into Philosophy for Children.   

·  In the University of Dundee, Scotland: Keith Topping evaluated the Thinking 

Through Philosophy programme (see Trickey and Topping (2004). The results 

of the Clackmannanshire Study (see www.aude-educa.co.uk/others.htm ) were 

widely reported in the media http://sapere.org.uk/category/news/  

·  (see also  http://education.guardian.co.uk/schools/story/0,,2006734,00.html)     

·  In Australia, studies conducted by Laurence Splitter of The Centre of 

Philosophy for Children and the Australian Council for Educational Research 

have been carried out into Philosophy For Children. 

·  In Ireland there are two completed PhD studies into Thinking Time (Donnelly 

2005 and Russell, J. 2005) and several members of the Association of Teachers 

of Philosophy with Children (ATPC) have carried out research that led to the 

awarding of Masters Degrees (including my own MA study Roche 2000b). 

·  Studies have also been carried out in several European, South American and 

Asian countries (see Splitter and Sharp 1995 pp. 147-154). 

The accumulated findings of the studies listed above attest to several phenomena in 

common: 

·  Improvement in performance in other curricular areas  

·  Improvement in ratio of pupil : teacher talk  
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·  Improvement in teachers’ level of skill in open-ended questioning 

·  Improvement in children supporting opinion with evidence 

·  Improvement in moral reasoning 

·  Improvement in discipline and behaviour  

·  Improvement in interpersonal skills  

·  Improvement in self-esteem  

·  Improvement in teacher/pupil relationships  

·  Improvement in the skills of dialogue 

·  Improvement in metacognitive abilities  

·  Statistical improvements in levels of pupils’ verbal, non-verbal and quantitative 

reasoning (see Clackmannanshire study at: www.aude-educa.co.uk/others.htm) 

I question the ‘measurability’ of thinking or the quantitative assessment of the learning 

from dialogue.  The improvements measured above seem to rely on what Hymer (2002 

p.7) calls a ‘fixation’ with ranking and measuring.   

However, although the many researchers have attested to the improvements in 

children’s thinking, nowhere have I found a study into critical thinking, or Thinking 

Time, or Philosophy for Children, in which the researcher examines the improvement of 

her own practice, or the development of her own critical awareness, or of her own living 

theory of practice as she engages in transforming herself from being a propositional 

thinker into a more critical thinker through developing her dialogical pedagogies.  

This is where I feel that my study will fill a lacuna in the research area, and will qualify 

my research as making an original and significant contribution to knowledge of my 

field.   
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Conclusion 

I have told in this chapter how I began to take action in my classroom to improve an 

unsatisfactory situation, which was to do with how my children were being silenced by 

my didacticism, and how I had also learned to be a silent and uncritical deliverer of a 

curriculum. I took action by informing myself critically through researching critical 

pedagogy literatures and literatures pertaining to the area of critical thinking.  I 

developed programmes and pedagogies that would encourage critical thinking. I had not 

yet, however, begun to reflect critically on what I was doing as research. I still tended to 

see it as practice. Over time, however, and through critical engagement with my study 

group, I began to perceive my practice as a form of research, and developed an acute 

understanding of the need to offer explanations for practice, as much as descriptions of 

practice. This becomes the focus of the next three chapters. I saw how my practice had 

actually constituted three distinct though interrelated action-reflection cycles, and the 

accounts I now offer show how I am able to speak about the action I took, and also offer 

critical reflections on the significance of the actions themselves. 


