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Paradigm Shifts 

Reflecting on the genesis of this text is important for me.  It is both tied up with the way in which I see 

myself within it, and with the way I feel about the research and my expectations of how it might 

contribute to saying something of original worth.  I have already mentioned how, once I had actually 

begun my ethnographic research at Top Hill Primary, rights emerged as a focus.  Here, however, I trace 

particular ‘departure’ and ‘arrival’ points in the generation of my research, as I sought to define it in 

the period leading up to the generation of my research proposal.  This feels important, not so much 

for the questions I formulate, per se (for these have metamorphosed several times since beginning 

this endeavour), but for the way that I have come to adopt particular epistemological and ontological 

positions that I feel that I can wear and that make sense to me, not only as research themes and 

questions with their own internal logic, but as ‘political’ positions with which I can live. 

Departure 

On first completing an initial application for entry into the academy, the title of which was Creating a 

Climate of Controversy in the Classroom: how Teachers Enable Pupils Aged 9 to 11 to Develop the 

Political Literacy to Question and Challenge Elements of their own Lives, I had a strong sense of having 

erected a carefully constructed scaffold with a secure platform from where I could expound:  I had 

identified an issue.  It began from the premise that many teachers of pupils aged 9 to 11 approach the 

teaching of controversial issues superficially and in a way that promotes the critical analysis and 

political engagement of neither teacher nor pupil.  My understanding and definition of political literacy 

I had taken from Crick (2000, p.61): 

‘political literacy is to have learnt what the main political disputes are about...political 

literacy is a compound of knowledge, skills, and attitudes’. 

Political Literacy formed one of the three strands that became part of the UK Citizenship education 

programme.  The definition itself seemed clear and unproblematic, within the structure of a body of 

knowledge on  ‘Citizenship’ with which I felt I had become familiar as teacher and advisor. 

My sense that more research needed to be done had grown out of a reading of a body of literature 

that fell within the modernist tradition (Claire, 2001; Claire and Holden, 2007; Richardson, 1986), 

which recognised that children share many of the insecurities and puzzlements of adults about aspects 

of their everyday lives related to the social and the political.  This was further borne out by my personal 

experiences of working alongside other teachers. 
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I recognised that, as a piece of research, the exploration of ‘how’ to support and enable teachers to 

develop more critical, enquiring pedagogies that addressed the controversial would generate 

contradictions and juxtapositions that would enable me to develop a fruitful line of enquiry.  My 

apparently secure platform enabled me to constitute myself as an integral dynamic of the research.  I 

would be part of the script in a qualitative ‘human-as-instrument’ (Maykut and Morehouse, 2000) 

capacity, drawing upon my areas of expertise, tacit knowledge as both participant and researcher, and 

a history of shared working with colleagues who trusted me and whom I trusted.  It seemed to fit into 

a theoretical framework of my conceptualisations of possessive power (Clegg, 1975) of which I felt I 

had some knowledge and understanding having used such theoretical constructs to inform my critical, 

feminist action-research MA1.  For although my context had changed, I felt that all that was required 

was to bolster my existing platform of knowledge: I needed to relocate my research in schools in a 

part of England, and read and write more about what I understood that I already knew.  

I asserted that my research would fit ‘into an action research paradigm initially, involving a cyclical 

process of planning, action, observation and reflection in which I will adopt the role of teacher-

advisor-researcher (Kemmis, 1998) through the prism of a feminist perspective’.  I did recognise a 

degree of flexibility and reflexivity that would be required of me: 

I will be much involved with an ethnographic process of creating and representing 

knowledge (about society, culture and individuals) that is based upon my own experience 

(Pink, ibid)’.  I will develop a ‘Professional Learning Community’ of interested teachers 

where our ‘shared social practices’ will expand the action research to occupy ‘a more 

critical’ space with the aim of ‘developing challenging, critical and transformative practice 

(Pollard, 2003)’.  Notes taken from Rebecca’s initial application to the academy2 

Arrival 

This idea generated a range of research questions which focused upon the mechanics of improving 

existing pedagogies and in enhancing teacher awareness of their need to critique and challenge their 

own assumed knowledge base in order to become more reflective about their educational practice.  

They were to generate a co-constructed range of interventions within the classroom with a group of 

teachers and would form the basis for reflective journals.  These were to be kept by teachers and 

                                                           

1  My Masters dissertation became, however, increasingly replete with ‘post-structural angst’ as one of the examiners noted as I 

problematised the assumptions of the power relations of those implicated in the action research. 

2 This was part of the short 3000 application that I made in order to be accepted for a PhD place in 2010 
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pupils charting their development in understandings and ideas in order to generate ideas for action, 

both within the classroom and without.  It was these journals that we would jointly interrogate.  These 

methods were commensurate with an action-research framework.  

Departure  

I began reading more which meant that I began inhabiting the bumpy terrain of reflexively acquiring 

‘new knowledge’, leading me to ‘alter my understanding of ‘myself ‘and the world’ (Dunne et al., ibid, 

p.20).  I realised that I was beginning to reorganise and challenge my understanding of the real.  At 

the time, I noted that this was,  ‘both exciting and terrifying for it led to the collapse of what felt like 

safe assumptions about me, my knowledge and competencies, and my area of study’3.  I had felt that 

I was able and prepared to challenge my knowledge and ways of seeing the world through undertaking 

further research.  However, I had not fully engaged with the extent to which this would require me to 

hold up a mirror to so much of what I had undertaken boldly and assertively as ‘exemplary practice’ 

before.  Nonetheless, I recognised, equally, that until I did so, I would not be able to develop 

intellectually.  I went through a process of interrogating my methodological assumptions considering: 

epistemology and ontology; issues of practical significance; micro and macro political concerns; and 

ethics (ibid, p.167) sensing that I was moving into research terrain that was ‘dynamic, contingent, 

dialogic, and context specific’ (ibid, p.166). 

As I began to better understand epistemology as theories about the nature of knowledge, including 

self-knowledge, common sense knowledge, everyday knowledge, wisdom and science (Delanty, 2005) 

and ontology, as theories concerning the nature of the real and our claims to ‘know’ this (Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2007), I began asking myself exactly what the epistemological and ontological 

positions of my original focus had been, and whether they were consistent within an implicit broader 

methodological framework.  I began wondering, also, what would happen if these positions shifted.  I 

was comforted and supported in this painful enterprise by my readings of feminist theorists from a 

range of traditions:  MacLure encouraged me to engage with ‘difference, distance and paradox’ (2003, 

p.166) in the process of creating meaning, being and reality; Lather (2007) reminded me that ‘getting 

lost’ is a productive process in unassuming ‘naive realism and transparent language’ (Lather, ibid, p.9); 

and Olesen (2005) encouraged me to tell a story (about locating a focus) that is as much about a 

process as an outcome. 

                                                           

3 Taken from a journal I began keeping at the time during 2010 and 2011 
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I used the table below to help me re-conceptualise aspects of my methodological thinking as my 

positions shifted: 

Then 

Exploring and developing teacher/pupil 
understandings of the political in curriculum so 
controversy regarded as constructive and 
essential component of developing deeper 
understandings of political issues.  

IMPLIED THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: feminist 
critical theory with a transformative action 
research methodology 

Implied epistemology took core concepts and 
frame of reference as unproblematic:  Terms 
‘teacher’, ‘pupil’ not considered as contested 
constructs, although framework did make 
assumption that inequalities in power are 
regularly imposed upon unequal participants.  
Notions of ‘controversy’ was understood and 
defined within parameters that did not allow for 
more extended discourse around who decides 
and what should count as controversial and in 
what situations and why.   

Nonetheless,  it did assume  a  subjectivist 
approach to social science with an anti-positivist 
epistemology where: 

 Three kinds of knowledge interests: control; 
understanding; emancipation (Freire, 1970) 

 Knowledge is constituted by its object as 
well as constituting it (Delanty, 2005): 

 Not all knowledge is included in the 
curriculum 

 The curriculum is a selection of what is 
deemed to be worthwhile knowledge 

 The justification for that selection 
reveals ideologies and power in 
decision making in the wider society 
and through the curriculum 

 The curriculum is an ideological 
selection from a range of possible 
knowledges 

 Knowledge and its selection is neither 
neutral or innocent (Cohen, Manion et 
al, 2007) 

Implied ontology  – suggesting: 

 reality is subjective, result of my own 
cognition; created in my own mind. 
Assumed my presence as researcher to be 
integral to the events being investigated 

 Assumed reflexivity as a researcher would 
inform and reform; constantly  

And Later  

Deconstructing and understanding better the 
range of discourses explicit and implicit in 
exploration of politics of the curriculum.    

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: feminist post-
structural approach with a participative 
ethnographic research methodology 

 

Epistemology more overtly developed. 

Explicitly raising the questions of knowledge:  

 Move beyond the rationality of 
deduction/induction as constructing 
knowledge – abduction? 

 Conditions  mediated by the presence of 
hierarchies, power, and control by individuals 
in the  multiple meanings of language 
(Cresswell, 2003, p.25) 

 Knowledge of the social world is relative.  
There will be different textual accounts of 
different experiences (Bryman, 2000, p.469),  

 Questions – whose knowledge?  Where from 
and how obtained?  By whom, from whom 
and for what purpose? (Olesen, 2005) 

 Recognises tacit knowledge – (Maykut and 
Morehouse, 2000, p.31) 

 Personal tolerance of ambiguity (ibid, p.34) 

 Knowledge a product of dialogicality and 
tension 

 Researcher implicated in the construction of 
knowledge through the stance that she 
assumes in relation to the observed and 
through the ways in which an account is 
transmitted in the form of a text. 

 Recognising androcentric (where women are 
passive objects rather than subjects of 
history; and are acted upon rather than 
social actors) and gynopic (where women are 
invisible) constructions of knowledge (May, 
2001) 

Ontology more clearly developed: 

 Any given account is only one way of many 
possible ways of making sense of social 
reality with a shifting, emergent property 
that is the property of an individual’s 
construction (Bryman, ibid, p.20) 
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understanding my ontological position 
(Dunne et al., ibid) 

 Reality is essentially contradictory and 
incomplete 

 Desire to understand better, and where-ever 
possible transform (through praxis) the 
underlying structures/aspects of social life 
(Cresswell 2003, p.27) 

 

 Being comfortable with uncertainty (implicit 
in this is the question of how we can ever 
know or capture the social reality that 
belongs to others?)(Bryman,ibid, p.469) 

 Adopting of feminist position postulated on 
the premise that it cannot be value-free –
‘conscious partiality’ (Bryman ibid, p.23) 

 Understanding gender as a social construct 

 ‘indwelling’ – reflective and reflexive, 
especially as a Feminist ‘insider’   

 Both researcher and participant/s positioned 
by virtue of history and context (Olesen ibid, 
p.248) 

 

It is the shift to the ‘And Later’ frame of the table above that set off the fire-crackers that have ignited 

(in the most productive moments) the thinking that has inspired this subsequent thesis text.   

 


