© Mary Roche 2007

Towards a living theory of caring pedagogy:
interrogating my practice to nurture a critical,
emancipatory and just community of enquiry.
by
Mary Roche

For the award of PhD from the University of Limerick

Professor Jean McNiff, Thesis Adviser
Submitted to the University of Limerick
June 2007

© Mary Roche 2007

CONTENTS
CONTENTS...................................................................................................................ii
LIST OF FIGURES .......................................................................................................v
LIST OF APPENDICES...............................................................................................vi
LIST OF VIDEO CLIPS..............................................................................................vii
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ......................................................................................... viii
ABSTRACT..................................................................................................................ix
Introduction and Overview ............................................................................................1
Outlining the main ideas of my thesis........................................................................1
My values...............................................................................................................2
My epistemological values ....................................................................................4
Issues of validity and values ..................................................................................5
The potential significance of my study..................................................................6
My claim to knowledge .........................................................................................9
Organisation of the thesis.....................................................................................11
Section 1.......................................................................................................................13
Setting out on my epistemological journey .............................................................13
Chapter 1 ......................................................................................................................14
Background to my research .....................................................................................14
How and why my research question evolved ......................................................14
My experiences as a student and student teacher.................................................17
The evolution of my methodological stance........................................................19
The evolution of my research question ................................................................19
Thinking Time .....................................................................................................20
No ‘right’ answer .................................................................................................23
New school, new practice: beginning my action reflection cycles ......................28
Key issues of my thesis........................................................................................31
Preliminary findings of my study ........................................................................36
Chapter 2 ......................................................................................................................39
Problematic Contexts: Why was I concerned? ........................................................39
My training to be a teacher in a women’s training college..................................39
Early misgivings ..................................................................................................43
An initial concern about silence...........................................................................44
My next concern: beginning to question my own logics .....................................45
From problem-solving to problematising ............................................................48
Developing conceptual frameworks ....................................................................49
Chapter 3 ......................................................................................................................52
Methodological issues: How could I address my concerns? ...................................52
Chapter 3 Part 1 .......................................................................................................52
Explanations and justifications ............................................................................52
Intellectual elitism and the exclusion of practitioners .........................................53
Holding myself accountable for my practice .......................................................56
Separating the knower from the known ...............................................................56
Towards a living theory of practice .....................................................................58
A vignette from practice ......................................................................................61
Chapter 3 Part 2 .......................................................................................................65
Practical issues .....................................................................................................65
Research design ...................................................................................................69
Developing the capacity to articulate the potential significance of my research.73

ii

© Mary Roche 2007
Ethical considerations: Negotiating permissions and access ...............................81
Conclusion ...........................................................................................................83
Section 2.......................................................................................................................84
Explaining my conceptual and literature frameworks .............................................84
Chapter 4 ......................................................................................................................85
Taking action, engaging with the literature, developing conceptual frameworks ...85
Values and my early practice...............................................................................85
My value of care ..................................................................................................86
Demonstrating caring justice and freedom in practice – C’s story......................88
Demonstrating caring justice and freedom in practice – A’s story......................88
C’s and A’s stories as reflective learning opportunities ......................................89
My value of freedom............................................................................................92
My value of justice...............................................................................................96
Letting the other ‘be’ .........................................................................................101
Letting the other be silent ..................................................................................103
My capacity for silence......................................................................................104
Enforced silence, care and dialogue...................................................................105
Maxine Greene’s influence ................................................................................105
Linking values, action and standards of judgement...........................................107
The concept of hegemony..................................................................................112
Some power issues and paradoxes.....................................................................114
Chapter 5 ....................................................................................................................120
Becoming Critical: Engaging with the literatures of critical thinking, policy and
research contexts....................................................................................................120
Experiencing myself as a living contradiction...................................................121
The concept of timeslots and dialogical ways of knowing ................................123
An overview of the contexts of Philosophy for Children (P4C), Thinking Time,
the Critical Thinking movement............................................................133
The dangerous reification of critical thinking....................................................137
Policy contexts ...................................................................................................141
The 1971 Curriculum.........................................................................................141
The 1999 curriculum..........................................................................................142
Research contexts...............................................................................................143
Conclusion .........................................................................................................146
Section 3.....................................................................................................................147
Chaos into order.....................................................................................................147
Chapter 6 ....................................................................................................................148
Reflecting on Action: Action Reflection Cycle 1 – identity issues and beginning my
research ..................................................................................................................148
Identity issues.....................................................................................................149
New school, new identity...................................................................................149
Processes and analyses of Action Reflection Cycle One...................................153
Creating new rules and norms............................................................................158
Encountering dilemmas .....................................................................................166
Early Thinking Time episodes: successes and non-successes ...........................168
Stopping in my tracks: A second critical episode..............................................178
Conclusion .........................................................................................................182
Chapter 7 ....................................................................................................................184
Action Reflection Cycle 2......................................................................................184
Part 1 ......................................................................................................................185

iii

© Mary Roche 2007
Cats, spiders and commoners: Thinking Time with Senior Infants...................185
Creating an authentic space for dissent..............................................................198
Ordinary conversation about cats, commoners and spiders...............................205
Moral outrage.....................................................................................................209
Dear Greenpeace................................................................................................214
Encountering resistance to my ideas..................................................................215
Conclusion .........................................................................................................217
Chapter 8 ....................................................................................................................219
Action reflection cycle 3 ........................................................................................219
Developing as a critical thinker: working with 8 and 9 year old children in 3rd
class .......................................................................................................219
What does my practice look like?......................................................................220
Influence on institutional practices ....................................................................223
Trying to become a better teacher......................................................................225
Forms of representation .....................................................................................226
Beginning work with 3rd class ..........................................................................227
Episodes of learning from practice ....................................................................228
Data excerpt 1: learning from ‘The Indian in the Cupboard’ ............................228
Data excerpt 2: beginning to change practice ....................................................231
Changing practice ..............................................................................................234
Data excerpt 3: Learning to ‘let go’ of lesson plans: .........................................236
Data excerpt 4: Learning from failure ...............................................................242
My meta-reflections ...........................................................................................244
Concluding chapter: The end is a new beginning ......................................................248
Chapter 9 ....................................................................................................................249
Conclusion .............................................................................................................249
The potential significance of my research .........................................................249
Chapter 9 Part I ......................................................................................................250
Releasing the Imagination..................................................................................250
My educational influence in my workplace and in the wider domain ...............265
Chapter 9 Part 2 .....................................................................................................270
My claims to knowledge at the level of theory..................................................270
Reconceptualising my relationship with my students........................................270
My improved self-understanding.......................................................................273
Reconceptualising my understanding of freedom..............................................274
Reconceptualising my ideas about care .............................................................276
Reconceptualising my practice as an exercise in justice ...................................277
Judging the quality of my practice and my research..........................................278
Attentiveness in dialogue...................................................................................280
Developing my own critical awareness .............................................................282
Beginning to realise the potential of my research as contributing to social
betterment ..............................................................................................283
My potential contributions to new forms of educational theory........................284
Bibliography ..............................................................................................................286
Appendices......................................................................................................................i

iv

© Mary Roche 2007

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1-1: Photo of a Thinking Time circle in my infant classroom .........................21
Figure 1-2: Video still from a Thinking Time with 3rd Class .....................................21
Figure 2-1: Table: Strands of English Language Curriculum......................................46
Figure 4-1: Video still of J’s ‘sweating ostriches’ picture...........................................93
Figure 4-2: Photo of student in dialogue with self.......................................................95
Figure 4-3: Photos of students in dialogue with others................................................96
Figure 4-4: Video still KT shows me his picture.......................................................100
Figure 4-5: A diagram of my understanding of the link between values, action and
standards of judgement ..............................................................................................108
Figure 5-1: Table: Suggested minimum weekly time framework .............................122
Figure 5-2: Photos of my students researching together............................................125
Figure 5-3: Photo of E presenting her findings of her research on dinosaurs............126
Figure 5-4: Photos of my students examining seeds and planting potatoes ..............127
Figure 5-5: Photos of acid/alkali indicator and exploring sounds experiments.........127
Figure 5-6: Photos of students working together on measurement and prisms .........128
Figure 5-7: Video still and photo of dialogue and knitting........................................128
Figure 5-8: Photos of students in a gallery ................................................................129
Figure 5-9: Display of photos from the woodcarver’s visit.......................................130
Figure 5.10: Video still of children preparing the room for a circle..........................136
Figure 5-11: Video stills of my participation in discussion.......................................136
Figure 5-12: Video still of me listening as a child speaks .........................................138
Figure 8-1: Photos of my students going carol singing and browsing at a book fair 222
Figure 8-2: Video still of my students researching together and photo of students
presenting findings of their research..........................................................................223
Figure 8-3: Scanned copies of Cn’s and En’s stories about St. Bridget ....................235
Figure 9-1: Photo of students deep in thought in an art gallery.................................251
Figure 9-2: Photo of students engaged in dialogue planning an art topic..................251
Figure 9-3: Photo of two children in one-to-one dialogue about art..........................251
Figure 9-4: Photo of children in dialogue about sculptures in a gallery....................252
Figure 9-5a: Photo of students’ responses to Picasso ................................................253
Figure 9-5b: Photos of students’ responses to Miro ..................................................253
Figure 9-6: Photos of students reading & sharing US pen pal letters ........................257
Figure 9-7: Photo of Arizona pen pals' schooldays project .......................................258
Figure 9-8: Photo of E's church with 'action man' St Patrick.....................................259
Figure 9-9: Photos students presenting creative writing & science experiment ........261
Figure 9-10: Photos of bridges made by students during science..............................262
Figure 9-11: Photos of bridges demonstrated by students for science open day .......262
Figure 9-12: Photos of students demonstrating butter making & magnetic cars .......262
Figure 9-13: Photos video still from discussions with 3rd classes ............................271
Figure 9-14: Photos of students in dialogue with each other.....................................272
Figure 9-15: Video still of me in one-to-one discussion with a student ....................272
Figure 9-16: Photo of a group in dialogue as they work in pairs on an assignment ..273
Figure 9-17: Video still of a student & I relating to each other through dialogue.....275
Figure 9-18: Video still of a student enjoying herself as she voices her thoughts.....280
Figure 9-19: Video still of attentiveness in dialogue .................................................281
Figure 9-20: Video stills of students listening to peers..............................................282

v

© Mary Roche 2007

LIST OF APPENDICES
Appendix A

Ethics statement and letters of permission

Appendix B

Validations and evaluations

Appendix C

Selection of transcripts referred to in thesis

Appendix D

Examples of in-house evaluations of Thinking Times

Appendix E

Samples of children’s responses to music and art

Appendix F

Extract from Religious Education teacher’s handbook

Appendix G

Responses from educators to ‘a question about your schooldays’

Appendix H

Samples of reports by observers of Thinking Time

(To note: a detailed index to the appendices follows page 313)

vi

© Mary Roche 2007

LIST OF VIDEO CLIPS
File Name

Title of Video Clip

PageNo

Chap0_Clip_01

Dialogue in a circle May 2006

4

Chap0_Clip_02

Worksheet dialogue October 2006

4

Chap1_Clip_01

Preparation for circle 2002-2003

16

Chap1_Clip_02

A bit of a challenge April 2006

23

Chap1_Clip_03

Wasting time in school April 2006

23

Chap1_Clip_04

No right answer April 2006

24

Chap1_Clip_05

Listening to others’ thoughts April 2006

24

Chap1_Clip_06

Interesting questions Action reflection cycle 1 2002-2003

28

Chap1_Clip_07

Jack and the beanstalk Action reflection cycle 1 2002-2003 29

Chap1_Clip_08

Communicative competency May 2006

31

Chap2_Clip_01

Talking with … November 2006

50

Chap2_Clip_02

Disagreeing with teacher May 2006

67

Chap2_Clip_03

I disagree with Teacher… from ‘Swimsuit’ May 2006

76

Chap4_Clip_01

Early school activities 2002-2003

90

Chap4_Clip_02

Responding to music December 2006

92

Chap4_Clip_03

I disagree with myself April 2006

102

Chap4_Clip_04

Respecting silence October 2006

103

Chap4_Clip_05

…run away screaming like a girl… April 2006

111

Chap8_Clip_01

Sharing of ideas & turn taking 2006-2007

237

Chap8_Clip_02

Becoming more critical and confident 2006-2007

238

Chap9_Clip_01

Dialogue and knitting February 2007

253

Chap9_Clip_02

Worksheet collaborations and creative writing 2006-2007

253

Chap9_Clip_03

I mean … he’s a toad! May 2006

255

Chap9_Clip_04

The children’s voices 2006-2007

279

To Note: The video clips are not viewable in this web
version of the thesis. A disk containing a digital copy
of the thesis and the video clips is included with the
hard copy of the thesis and is available from the library
of the University of Limerick, Ireland.

vii

© Mary Roche 2007

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I wish to acknowledge the support and encouragement of the following people:
- Mr. Tom Geary, Head of the Department of Education and Professional Studies
at the University of Limerick, for enabling me to pursue my doctoral studies at the
university.
- My supervisor, Professor Jean McNiff, who has mentored my studies since 1998
when I first began action research for my MA. Jean’s educative influence helped
me to realise my capacity to think for myself and to recognise the significance of
my practice. I am truly grateful for her support in bringing this thesis into being.
- The board of management and my school principal for facilitating me in
undertaking my research.
- My teaching colleagues, against whose critical insights I tested my research
findings and emergent ideas.
- My students, without whom this study would not have been possible. I will be
forever grateful to all the children, from whom I learned so much, and to their
parents who supported and collaborated in my research by viewing videos,
reading transcripts and making evaluations.
- My colleagues and critical friends in the University of Limerick PhD study
group who advised, listened, critiqued, and provided strong and sympathetic
support when it was needed.
- My colleagues in the Association of Teachers of Philosophy with Children and
all the teachers who attended workshops and in-service courses and who gave
permission for their evaluations to be used as data.
- My daughters: Emma, for reading several early drafts and for painstakingly
checking my bibliography, and Sarah for listening, sharing children’s literature
with me and for cooking dinners when I forgot.
- My husband Charlie whose faith and love never wavered, and whose technical
expertise was so reassuring.
- Finally, my beloved sister Rosie from whose short life I learned so much about
relationships grounded in an ethic of caring.

viii

© Mary Roche 2007

ABSTRACT

In this narrative of my self-study action research into my practice I describe and
explain my living theory of caring pedagogical practice as I claim to know my own
educational development (Whitehead 1989a) in relation to teaching children to realise
their capacity to think critically, within a context of a new scholarship of educational
practice (Boyer 1990). I claim that as I researched dialogical pedagogies that would
support my aims of encouraging children to be critical thinkers, I also
reconceptualised my own identity as a critical thinker and began to challenge
dominant orthodoxies that have traditionally determined who is seen as a knower in a
primary classroom and who is seen as an educational researcher.
I articulate how my ontological values of care, freedom and justice in relation to
others were transformed through their emergence into the living standards of
judgment by which I evaluated the educational influence in learning of my developing
dialogical practice.
I claim that I have generated a personal living educational theory about teaching
children to be critical thinkers that is grounded in the idea of ‘being’ rather than
‘having’ (Fromm 1979), and this stands as my original contribution to knowledge in
my field. I explain how I experienced a dissonance between my values and my
practice that led me to critique dominant didactic norms as located in an abstract
concept of a generalised ‘Other’, whereas my dialogical practice was located in the
idea of relationships with real, concrete others (Benhabib 1987). I explain the
significance of my research, grounded in my multimedia evidence base, for my own
educational development, for my institution, and for the wider educational research
community, as I clarify the developmental processes of my capacity to theorise my
practice.
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