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Researching Teaching: Telling the hole’d truth andhothing but my

truth?
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Abstract. This paper describes some of the first moves nmadenewly introduced
Masters module called Researching Teaching, wiichdes on the practice of
teachers. These initial interactions have muchagpabout different subjective
perceptions of truth, and the extent to which ajedive position is possible for any
viewer. After the incidents and experiences orcthese have been described, the
author goes on to question the feasibility of sofne claims by researchers that they
maintained an objective view while researchingphactice of mathematics teachers.

Introduction

The School of Education at the University of Capevih in South Africa, introduced a
newly designed Masters in Teaching in 2000 whiafs@ied of four taught modules
each of 24 hour duration followed by a dissertatarthe students’ chosen field of
research. The course proved to be an immediat@ssiac that in this first year of
operation, it had a higher student enrolment tharother specialities offered within the
Masters programmes in the School of Education. Noigs second year of operation in
2001 (again with the largest intake of studentsidents are required to take two
compulsory modules, each of 24 hours teaching'tiffiee first is called Teaching and
the Modern Condition, and it takes a macro viewdication from a perspective of the
modern/post-modern debates. The second compulsmiulmis called Re-Searching
Teaching and is rooted in realities of practicéhef students and incorporates many of
the ideas of the Discipline of Noticing as outlireetl developed by John Mason in
various publications (see for example, Mason 19987¥.

Starting to re-search teaching.

The first sessions of the Re-searching Teachingsecare often the most difficult to run
in that teachers taking the course generally esfigedy confident views of their
practice in public, and also have a very well-dgthbd set of gambits for talking
mainly about those aspects of teaching with whigly feel comfortable. The challenge
for the presenter is to confront these complacenaseearly in the course as possible.
How can the lecturer ask these teachers to breakftiis carefully constructed world
of certainty and attempt to consider different gubses for teaching? In the
descriptions below | have chosen to describe titi@limnfolding of the course in the
first person in an attempt to preserve the persoatalre of the interventions. The class
in question consisted of 15 students from a vaétgaching sites and subject
specialities.

! The development of the course and the theoreticis bn which it is based are described in Breen
(20004, 2000b).

2 In fact, John Mason was a guest lecturer fofiteerun of the Researching Teaching class in 26040,
had run 8 of the 12 sessions.



) Talking about teaching...

For the first activity of the module, | ask thedstats to watch a videotape extract of a
teacher in action teaching sets in a fairly recegly teacher-centred way, where he
asks questions from the front of the class angthmls stand and give their answers to
which he responds in a talk-and-chalk manner.

Students are asked to comment on what they saweiaxtract. There is no difficulty
getting them to offer their comments. The talkbsat what they liked or did not like
about what they saw, and it is clear that their bwlef system forms a template
against which they interpret the success of thehieag method employed. “I liked the
way he got the pupils to count the things on tbesk and got them actively involved in
the lesson. | always try to make my lessons handsedfers one student. Students also
start to show familiar roles that they will take iorlater classes. One person always
looks for the good in people and tries to focushengood aspects of the lesson, while
another adopts a familiarly critical role. One &mndslips into a long anecdote about an
incident that the excerpt has reminded her of fioat same day in class, where a pupil
had enjoyed talking in class for the first time dmslattitude had change. She recounted
her enthusiasm and excitement at this developnmehttee others in the room nodded
their heads. Although this is only the first megtof the class, | can feel that they are
beginning to develop a sense of togetherness dety sas they feel more and more
safe to talk in their usual way about teaching.dve-challenges anyone else’s
interpretation.

After about 20 minutes of this discussion, | stog@ tonversation and ask if anyone has
learnt anything new about teaching from the disomsgdas anyone been struck by
anything exciting in what has been said? What wthey say if | told them that the rest
of the course would consist of them sitting aroand talking about different teaching
excerpts in exactly the same way? There’s gengrakanent that each contribution had
stimulated similar stories and that while it wa®gao chat, nothing really worthwhile
had been said and certainly nothing challenging.

It seems to me that this is the most common fosharked teacher talk about classroom
practice. As ateacher, | have a lot to say alwaat happens in my classroom, but I'm
very careful that most of what | say in the statim is going to be uncontroversial so
that | can feel part of a collegial group. If | wato be controversial or want to express
some real feelings, | make sure | talk to someda®W feels the same way | do about
that particular topic, so that my opinions will be-inforced rather than challenged.

i) What do we notice?

The class moves on. | play a videotape extractugfiHMasekela playing at a Free
Nelson Mandela concert. He’s playing his trumpet singing a pulsating song, which
speaks of his desire to see Nelson Mandela walkifigedom along the streets of
Soweto in South Africa. At the end of the tunetopsthe tape and ask the class to
replay the tape in their mind and push the pautemwhen they come to a frame that
was particularly striking to them. | ask them teci#be the freeze frame and explain
why they chose this particular moment. There seebettwo particularly powerful
images that are chosen.

The first is of a close up of a crowd picture wheoeneone is holding up a T-shirt.
Mike is the first to select this image and he diéss the frame as being a picture of a



white male aged between 20 and 30 years, who wdsmbgaip a T-shirt which had
something political written on it. He cannot giveyanore details about what was
written on the T-shirt.

Christine has chosen the same moment, and sheagépatr she saw someone (she can’t
say whether it was a man or woman) holding up &iift-with the picture of a young
Nelson Mandela on it with the words Release Mandetier the picture. Even after
these two stories have been told about the sangeinhike is still not able to recall
having seen a face on the T-shirt and Christimoiswilling to commit herself whether

it was a man or woman holding up the T-shirt. Bawid by the others is not helpful to
them, as they cannot recall the detalils.

Enactivism is a theory of cognition, which has r@tgebeen developed (see for example
Davis 1996, and Varela, Thompson and Rosch 198Bn&ctivism, we are regarded as
being structures, which are determined by our lgalal and historical roots, as well

as by our environment. When faced with a pertudreto the environment each
structure is triggered in a unigue way since edthcure is uniquely determined and
evolving. In this instance, | can conjecture thak&land Christine have been
‘perturbed’ by the same image but the differenoeheir ‘structures’, particularly

their histories have meant that they have focukeit gaze in very different ways.

The other commonly re-called image is of a groupalicemen standing on a hill
overlooking the stadium where the concert is béielg. Cheryl recalls that there were
three policemen standing on the hill and that they struck her because of their
menacing presence. Fred tells the class that theme four policemen and that they
looked extremely bored as if they were just waifioigthe concert to end. Asking
further, we find that Fred has spent time overse&sreign speaking countries and has
a generally favourable view of policemen as souctessistance to him. Cheryl, in
contrast, has had many traumatic experiences dirtitality of police during the
apartheid years in South Africa.

Who is correct? Is one version of the story momeex than the other and does it really
matter? The quantitative data is in doubt. Wereetl3eor 4 policemen present? A
second viewing of the videotape will be able tabbsh this fact. But what about their
attitude? Each will be able to find aspects ofgloture to further establish the truth of
their view of the tone in which the policemen wpresent. However that tone is largely
created by the historical experiences of the viewer

So the question of the classroom researcher becoleaser. If the classroom
interaction has not been recorded there is no weneturn to the incident to check the
facts as to whether there were 3 or 4 policemesgae Even more worrying is the
observation that Mike and Christine would have réed different data concerning the
T-shirt and its holder. If we do have a videoredngdof the interaction, we are
obviously in the first place at the mercy of thespa recording who will only record
what s/he is predisposed to ‘see’. Even then we tabe aware that we are likely to
ascribe different interpretations to the imageseGhsaw menacing police while Fred
saw bored police. And what each saw was heavilyanted by their life histories. |
would conjecture that the more one cares abouhas experience of, the situation
under observation, the more one’s history will skiee/type of observations one is
likely to make. Is this conjecture skewed becauséedpic of the Masekela videotape is
extremely emotional — particularly to South Afris&n



iif) Back to the classroom.

The next stage of the activity is where | bringstblioser to the classroom, and show the
class an extract of a situation where | am teachinlass of primary school pre-service
mathematics teachers. The extract has me pushengdhs to decide (and motivate)
which of the options 86x74 or 84x76 will give tleeder answer (or are they equal?). In
the extract shown, a female student has an aninma@ction with me. At the end of
the videotaped extract, | ask the class for th@nments about what they have just
seen. The introductory work we have done on theipue piece of classroom videotape
has alerted them to the difficulties of commentimgvideotape and of subjective
comments, but the topic of the extract again séerdsaw people into it.

As in the Masekela extract their observations amngly influenced by their

experiences of mathematics classrooms in the pddbyathe way in which they are
comfortable or uncomfortable with the teacher tglkarprovocatively challenging
position. The most frequent initial comment is tthas is a scary teacher who is really
pushing the students. For example, Mthunzi saykrisCyou are a bad teacher, because
you were frightening the student”, and Colin tadksne browbeating the student. It
becomes extremely difficult to ask the studentsame their data that allows them to
come to these conclusions, but they are vehemstntng in their opinions. They know
what they saw and they truly believe they areriglit like it is.

The degree of subjectivity becomes clearer whepnaetice an exercise from the
Discipline of Noticing, where the students are dsieegive a report of what they saw
which omits any assumptions, interpretations astifjgations, but instead focuses on
the details of what was actually seen. The obssraer able to come to an agreement
that the responding blonde student’s arms became awive and demonstrative as she
replied to me and also that she frowned. This maly be interpreted as her increasing
anxiety as Mthunzi and Colin had said, but the gmé&tion of the ‘facts’ allows Serge

to voice a different interpretation. He feels ttie blonde student was enjoying the
attention of the camera and was showing off anditwi her hair around.

After much deliberation, the majority of the claggees that the teaching style was
rather provocative and challenging and that theyld/bave felt quite threatened in the
class. Kim, who had been in the same class onxtinec, is shocked that others should
find this threatening and tries to argue that theschad actually liked this way of
teaching and that no-one felt threatened at attheu exploration establishes that those
who felt that this was a confrontational methodeafching mathematics had struggled
with the subject and had disliked teachers who @dishem in this way.

Again we see the observers seeing data which suttsts their previously held beliefs
based on their own experiences. The previous esesraihich highlighted subjective
interpretations, cannot overcome these deeply hisldries. Someone who was present
makes a contrary claim, but does this ‘being thel@serve any higher status? We can
easily imagine others who were present at the limeng equally subjective alternative
views based on their previous life histories.

Going further.

The temptation now is for the educational researnbe to turn away from the
classroom and to try finding more satisfactory éutjve’ sites for the pursuit of
knowledge. The module on Researching Teaching woessich thing. Having



established that we are each triggered by indiViguelevant events or moments that
have their basis in our lived experience, we tumnaitention to our enactive presence
which means that we are engaged in a constanfiynghstate of interaction with other
parties as well as the environment.

In another class where the same videotape of Hugekkla’s contribution to the Free
Mandela concert was played, two people selecteddh® instance of someone in the
crowd holding up a T-shirt as their freeze franmeohe case, the face on the T-shirt was
identified as being that of a young Nelson Manddige for the other person, it was
clearly a picture of face of the murdered SteveoBlk talking to the two to try to find a
way of coming to agreement, we were faced with éntsenched positions. The
exchange between the two went “it was”, “it wasp®it was”, “it wasn't”. In this case

we did have the possibility of settling the displyereplaying the videotape and the rest
of the class started agitating for me to do juat.th

Instead of doing this | asked each of the two mn,twhy it was important for them that
the face belonged top a particular person. Eackopandividually came out with a
powerful personal story that took the class vividack to the time of the struggle
against apartheid and each individual's pain attrents that were taking place.

The point to be made here is that the pursuit efftitts has been claimed to be
subjectively biased according to the structurehef observer. Arguments after an event
often remain at the level of arguments claiming&ual high road without any means
of resolving the issue. The shift into the tellrigtories about the ‘subjective fiction’
that has been observed, offers both the audiendetenstory teller an opportunity to
gain new insights into the event and into the grilce that their own history has
contributed to their perspectives. The stories lbamused to enable shifts in perception
or possibilities for future action.

For example, Alfred told the class about an incideat had taken place with a friend
of his where he felt that he had not handled thoagsectly. Having told the story in
one way, he worked on telling the story as an agzoti Once the story had been
reduced to something like: My friend phoned andcedske for some money again. |
asked her why she had not budgeted properly. Steslase to come round to her
house. | went round and after a while started shgutt her. | caught myself and
realised that this was not what | wanted to dd,a&aologised and gave her the money
and then left.

The neutral way in which this story has been tdilolxged the rest of the class to come

in from different personal perspectives to offerltiple ways in which the situation
could have been handled differently. “I would havade her come to me”. “l would
have chosen a public place to meet such as a cdifg®. “I would have got a third
party present”. “I would have made her sign somigtevr deal before handing over any
money”. Accepting that this is a story gives th@apunity for the teller to put the story
out in the open for the class to work with. Eachetisomeone adds something it is clear
that they are offering something from their owngpextive and that their contribution

in most cases tells us more about them than it dbest the situation.

Post-reflections

In South Africa there is an increasing demanddogé scale objective research which
will be able to inform the government as to besicfice in the teaching of mathematics



and form a basis for future education policy (Ta20€0). In working towards this
seemingly reasonable goal an increasing numbegsefarchers are making claims that
they are merely there to comment what is goinghahe observed classrooms rather
than to evaluate what they see.

Varela (1999) writes about the way in which we hiarked to pay attention to the
extent to which our actions and observations deglriny our habits, which in turn are
an integral part of our structures. He makes a fagleas to also focus some of our
research energy on what he terms the *hinges’pifeatide windows of opportunities for
us to consider alternative actions as we pass leetWwabitual microworlds. These
insights from the enactive theory of cognition,dtiger with the experiences of working
with teachers with videotaped extracts as desciibéals paper, lead me to doubt how
possible it is to respond to Taole’s challenge tanalccept the claims of objectivity of
educational researchers. It seems a far more whilénygroject to accept that the stories
told by all researchers (including those who clamobjective stance), can in effect
only give us another partial view of the total pret. Furthermore, the results obtained
and reported are more likely to tell us a great deae about the researcher and his/her
historical predispositions than they do about #searched target.
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