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Qualitative research is a key form  of research in education; the
findings of such projects frequently play a central role in shaping
policy and practice. First time qualitative researchers require
clear and practical guidance from the outset. However, given the
diversity of both subject matter and methodological approaches
encompassed by qualitative research, such guidance is not
always easily come by.

Qualitative Educational Research in Action: Doing and Reflecting is
a collection of ten first-hand accounts by education researchers
of qualitative inquiries they carried out. The subjects are diverse,
taking in school restructuring, policy analysis, critical literacy,
phenomenology and the student–teacher relationship. Each
chapter outlines the research question investigated and provides
an overview of the project’s findings, before going on to describe
how each researcher approached the challenges of their particu-
lar inquiry. The researchers reflect upon the unexpected turns
qualitative research can take and the way such projects can move
through different theoretical and methodological positions, often
ending up significantly removed from the original premise, but
all the more valuable for that.

Anyone conducting qualitative research in education will be
heartened and inspired by this collection, and will find in it
invaluable guidance on dealing effectively with the idiosyn-
crasies and pitfalls of qualitative research – guidance that is all
the more valuable for coming from those who have themselves
navigated similar difficulties.
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Chapter 1

The case for students’
accounts of qualitative
educational research in
action

Thomas A. O’Donoghue and Keith F. Punch

The field of Education Studies has seen a burgeoning of post-
graduate research student numbers in recent years. Many of
these students are conceptualising their work within a qualitat-
ive research framework. In this, they are partly assisted by a
wide range of methodological literature, including some excel-
lent textbooks. Such works, however, while useful, do not help
bridge the gap between principles of procedure and the final
research plan. In particular, they do not give a sense of how
postgraduate students mediate such principles and apply them
to their unique research concerns. The situation is compounded
by the reality that present-day qualitative research is charac-
terised by diversity both in methodological orientation and in
substantive topics of investigation. This is not to argue that stu-
dents do not have ready access to a range of substantive research
topics through reading reports on the research of others in
unpublished theses and in academic journals. What are lacking,
however, are works that bridge the divide between the methodo-
logical and the substantive, which give students ideas on how
their particular research topic and their selected qualitative
research approach can be brought together in a research project.

This book contributes to addressing the deficit in nine chapters
covering a variety of topics and a variety of approaches to
qualitative research. They describe the research approach
adopted by postgraduate research students engaged in qualitat-
ive research projects. Each of the chapters opens with an outline
of the research question investigated and a brief overview of the
findings as reported in the writer’s thesis. In each case they then
go on, in different ways and in accessible language, to give
an exposition on the sense made of the theoretical position(s)



supporting the qualitative research approach chosen, on the
manner in which they connected this position to their research
topic, and on issues that arose in relation to their research
design.

The chapters fall into three fairly loose groups. The first group,
Chapters 2, 3 and 4, consists of accounts by researchers who
remained relatively faithful to the central principles and
methodological conventions of the qualitative approach that
they used for their project. The second group, Chapters 5 and 6,
is of accounts by researchers who also based their research pro-
jects on the central principles and methodological conventions of
a qualitative research approach yet decided to ‘push the bound-
aries’ a little for various reasons, which they identify and justify.
The third group, Chapters 7, 8, 9 and 10, consists of accounts by
researchers who decided to ‘push the boundaries’ in a major
way. Two of the researchers in question did so by oscillating
between what some would consider to be mutually exclusive
research positions, a third moved through three such positions
as her study progressed, while the fourth decided to take the
non-conventional approach within the humanities and social sci-
ences to gaining a PhD by writing a book for publication rather
than producing a standard thesis.

Chapter 2 is the first of the accounts by a researcher who
remained faithful to the central principles and methodological
conventions of the qualitative research approach within which
she chose to locate her project. In this chapter, Elizabeth Tuette-
mann reports her experience of using grounded theory as the
research approach chosen for her doctoral study on couple rela-
tionships and education. Two aspects of the study set it apart:
the first is the choice of focus, the second the choice of research
approach. The study is one of interpersonal relationships, and
was motivated by evidence that students and teachers who
experience disruption to, or disintegration of, the focal couple
relationship at home are likely to function below capacity in the
educational setting. The study was also set apart by the choice of
grounded theory as the investigative approach for this area of
research.

Chapter 3, by Beverley Ward, is also an account by a
researcher who remained faithful to the central principles and
methodological conventions of her chosen research approach –
namely, the edited topical life history research approach. She
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provides background on the life history perspective, clarifies the
meaning of life history, offers an understanding of the theo-
retical perspective of symbolic interactionism and its relation-
ship with life history methodology, outlines the forms of life
history, considers the assumptions and approaches underlying
the life history research approach, details the data required to
carry out the research, and presents possible guidelines to
follow.

In Chapter 4, Lisa Ehrich untangles the threads and coils of
what she terms the ‘web of phenomenology’. As she discovered
while undertaking her PhD study, to date there is considerable
disagreement about what constitutes phenomenology and how it
is practised. Her chapter has three main intentions: first, to
clarify phenomenology as a philosophical movement by examin-
ing three of its major versions (i.e. transcendental, hermeneutic
and existential phenomenology); second, to demonstrate the
application of phenomenology as a research approach (writers
from two dominant schools of thought which ‘do’ phenomeno-
logical research are compared and contrasted); and finally, to
argue for the continuation of the tradition of phenomenological
writing within education.

Chapters 5 and 6 are accounts by researchers who also based
their research projects on the central principles and methodo-
logical conventions of a significant research approach, yet
decided to ‘push the boundaries’ a little. In Chapter 5, Lesley
Vidovich tells us that her PhD study focussed on the notion of
‘quality’ as a mechanism for increasing accountability to external
stakeholders, which rose to prominence in the 1980s and 1990s
as part of the New Right reform agenda of many national gov-
ernments. She examined how the localised Australian context
created a uniquely Australian version of a quality policy for uni-
versities. Using documents and interviews, the study analysed
how the original ministerial policy of 1991 was recontextualised
through the Higher Education Council, to the Committee for
Quality Assurance in Higher Education (CQAHE), to individual
universities over the 1990s. A theoretical framework of a policy
trajectory consisting of contexts of ‘influence’, ‘policy text pro-
duction’ and ‘practice’ (effects) at four different levels (macro,
intermediate, micro and mini-micro) was employed. While this
essentially follows a framework provided by Stephen Ball, a
number of modifications were made to it in order to take into
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account both criticisms of his approach and the nature of the
particular policy under investigation.

In Chapter 6, Peter Stewart and Marnie O’Neill outline some
methodological considerations regarding a research project that
aimed to identify and investigate the meanings that a group of
Australian high school teachers of English attributed to critical
literacy as theory and as a teaching practice. The project was
undertaken in the interest of establishing some of the implica-
tions of these meanings for teachers and critical literacy theorists.
The theoretical perspective of symbolic interactionism enabled
the individual agency and responsibility of the participants to be
taken into account. Working within such a framework, an adap-
tation of discourse analysis was used to analyse the data. This
necessitated pushing the boundaries somewhat in an attempt to
combine both perspectives.

Chapters 7, 8, 9 and 10 are accounts by researchers who
decided to ‘push the boundaries’ in a major way. Helen Wildy’s
PhD study dealt with the dilemmas experienced by principals in
dealing with the contradictions and pressures of school restruc-
turing. In Chapter 7, she tells us that the portion of her thesis she
most enjoyed writing was the methods section. She chose not to
present this section as if she had conducted a neat, logical and
linear study, as is usually done. Instead, she recounts a story of
her dissatisfaction with the quantitative research approach, her
flirtation with grounded theory and her decision to use the nar-
rative account to present her data. Such a research story seemed
more appropriate to the story she wanted to tell about school
principals’ struggle to deal with the dilemmas of restructuring.
Moreover, she tried to give an honest account of her methodo-
logical journey, which would do more justice to the openness of
principals whose stories she presented in the substantive part of
her thesis.

Chapter 8, by Tania Aspland, arose out of her study that was
designed to investigate the academic experiences of overseas stu-
dents to understand better and illuminate the diverse nature of
teaching, learning and supervision experienced by this relatively
new student cohort enrolled in Australian universities. The spe-
cific purpose of the study was to report on and analyse the
experiences of one such group, namely a diverse group of six
women students from overseas countries enrolled in doctoral
programmes in three Australian universities. It examined the
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supervisory experiences of the women as they completed their
doctoral programmes over a three-year period, with particular
reference to the social, cultural and political relations central to
each supervisory partnership.

In confronting the inadequacies of existing research in the
area, Aspland designed her study by making an ‘epistemological
break’ with traditional research methodologies. She moved
toward a pluralistic, advocacy-oriented, multiple-methods based
research project. This methodological choice reflected her initial
and ongoing commitment to thoroughness, with a desire to be
open-ended and to take risks. The chapter describes the tensions
and dilemmas she experienced as a methodological risk-taker as
she moved through various phases of the study.

In Chapter 9, Anne Chapman describes how her research
approach was developed at the ‘point of need’ in a study of how
teachers and learners of school mathematics use language to
construct mathematical meanings. A review of the literature
identified a range of perspectives on the study of language and
mathematics, classified under the headings of constructivism,
social construction of meaning, mathematical discourse and the
language arts movement. It was found that the different theo-
retical perspectives share a concern with four key factors in
mathematics learning: cognitive, linguistic, social and contextual.
The need, then, was to develop a theoretical framework that
integrates these factors, a methodological position in line with
that framework, and appropriate methods of data collection and
analysis. The chapter details the work undertaken in this regard.

In Chapter 10, Anthony Potts offers a critical commentary on
the research that resulted in the writing of his book College Acad-
emics, which was subsequently submitted successfully in fulfil-
ment of the requirements for the award of the PhD by
publication. The book is an insider study of the occupational
socialisation of academic staff at one of Australia’s oldest
Colleges of Advanced Education.

The chapter belongs to the critical and reflective research
genre that is at the core of qualitative social science research. It is
a retrospective analysis of important issues that writing College
Academics entailed, not all of which could be fully dealt with in
the book itself. The chapter was prompted and shaped by inter-
national reviews of the book that have appeared in the literature.
It is also a response to the call for writers and scholars to talk
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about their work, rather than from their work – to talk about the
encounter between the self and the source materials, and the
intellectual passions that sustained them.

Overall, these chapters will be of direct appeal to fellow stu-
dents since they relate to work undertaken by their peers rather
than by established academics. The first three chapters represent
examples of the relatively standard application of accepted
qualitative research approaches. Nonetheless, their value lies in
their demonstration of the application of these approaches to
particular research projects. In particular, they show how three
postgraduate research students made meaning of them for their
research questions, and how they ultimately organised their
ideas logically.

The authors of the second group of chapters, while also having
to make meaning of their chosen research approach, had the
additional struggle of coming to terms with one or more other
approaches. The challenge for them was to reconcile these other
approaches with their original one, and to do so in a manner that
was consistent and coherent. What we have are accounts of what
ultimately made sense to them.

It is the third group of chapters that really demonstrates what
is possible in qualitative research approaches in terms of their
flexibility and their organic nature. They illustrate that often
what really happens is that method and substance get developed
together – that it is a mutually informing exercise. At least two of
the chapters in this group also have the quality of giving a sense
of the flavour of the intellectual journey. It is this area that pre-
sents the greatest challenge for the future. We would like to see
additional studies further exploring this intellectual journey,
thus complementing an existing corpus of such work by sea-
soned academic researchers.
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Chapter 2

Grounded theory illuminates
interpersonal relationships
An educator’s perspective

Elizabeth Tuettemann

Introduction

The relevance of the quality and stability of interpersonal rela-
tionships in their home environment to those who teach and
those who are taught can scarcely be overestimated. While the
deleterious influence of unstable family relationships on the
capacity of students to take advantage of educational opportun-
ities is hardly in dispute, few if any studies have considered
(except obliquely) the effects on their educational endeavours of
teachers’ and administrators’ personal experience of fragmented
family relationships. Knowledge of this deficit in the literature
provided the stimulus for my PhD study. The choice of study
theme arose from the premise that, for all participants interacting
in the educational environment, the quality of the focal couple
relationship in the home setting is highly relevant to the educa-
tional outcomes. For this reason a study that increased under-
standing of the processes involved in the sustaining or the
disintegration of couple relationships was seen to be highly rele-
vant to educational settings, and to the long-term educational
outcomes. The research described here (Tuettemann, 1998) was
thus motivated by a desire to contribute to the development of
theory in the area of couple relationships, specifically to illumi-
nate some of the processes involved in the building up and
breaking down of relationships. It also offers constructs that fit
the observable behaviours and outcomes in a much wider range
of interpersonal interactions – including those in educational
settings.

The substantive theory of ‘fostering robustness in couple rela-
tionships’ that I developed offers a fresh perspective on the



attaining and sustaining of satisfying and lasting relationships,
and provides a new set of theoretical constructs and a corre-
sponding espousing–enabling model grounded in the data. The
model, with its framework for understanding both the processes
that occur for individuals and the outcomes for their relation-
ships provides insights for those involved in marriage and de
facto relationships, and is also relevant for those who provide
education, counselling and therapy in this field.

In a departure from the more commonly used quantitative
studies, which test theories, I sought to construct a theory from
an exploration of how individuals in heterosexual couple rela-
tionships actually experience and manage these relationships.
Using the constant comparative methods of grounded theory, I
examined data from individuals who were (or had been) in
couple relationships at various stages of development, main-
tenance, disintegration and rebuilding.

Central to the data collection were longitudinal studies (up to
5 years) using in-depth semi-structured interviews of 14 indi-
viduals, singly and together representing seven married couples
and one divorcee. Supplementary primary data variously came
from structured, semi-structured and informal interviews, obser-
vations and interactions in briefer engagements with some 170
rural and urban Australians. Further data and perspectives for
comparison and refinement of the theory came from the liter-
ature and from consultation with key informants.

The initial focus was on a basic problem for individuals in het-
erosexual couple relationships – which I identified as that of the
potentially damaging effects on their relationship of manifesta-
tions of emotional vulnerability. These fear-based attitudes and
behaviours were mediated by a quest for a ‘sense of personal
sanctuary’ – namely, personal immunity from the feared con-
sequences of loss of face, or loss of approval by those whose
acceptance was seen as important. Seeking to avoid the emo-
tional pain of being exposed as foolish, inadequate or unaccept-
able, individuals were exhibiting a broad range of
‘self-protective’ and ‘other-controlling’ behaviours, including
defensiveness and withdrawal, manipulation, withholding and
attack (verbal, emotional or physical abuse). These behaviours
had the potential to damage the relationship through diminish-
ing resonance, depleting goodwill, eroding bonding and corrod-
ing commitment to the relationship ties.
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Examining the patterns of response among individuals
addressing this problem, I identified a core process, which I
called fostering robustness. This process comprises a set of dual
and intersecting sub-processes of personal orientation and
personal development, namely ‘espousing’ and ‘enabling’. The
espousing–enabling model describes cognitions, strategies and
behaviours typical of four levels of espousing, and four
enabling/disabling transition phases that intersect with the
espousing process. The four levels of espousing are: seeking
sanctuary (espousing self); serving time (espousing the status
quo, namely, perpetuation of the relationship); addressing dual
needs (espousing a mutually sustainable relationship); and offer-
ing partner sanctuary (espousing partner empowerment). Pro-
viding transitions between the levels of espousing are the four
phases of enabling: loss of hope/confidence; abandoning help-
lessness; consolidating confidence; and integrating strengths.
According to the postulated espousing–enabling model, indi-
viduals in heterosexual couple relationships will, at any given
time, be exhibiting one of these orientations or transiting (in
either direction) through one of these phases. Together these
processes address the opportunities for either growth or
disintegration inherent in challenges to the individual’s well-
being in the relationship.

Why choose grounded theory?

Initially, I fully expected to use quantitative methods backed up
by some preliminary qualitative explorations. To this end, after a
year-long preliminary literature review, I spent some months
trying to formulate the project by identifying and selecting vari-
ables and postulating relationships between them. In addition, I
devised questionnaires and identified existing measuring instru-
ments that addressed quality and stability of couple relation-
ships, including those of Spanier (1976) and Snyder (1979).
However, I eventually realised that this approach was not going
to achieve the desired outcome, namely to gain understandings
of factors perceived by couples themselves to be influential in
their marital adjustment, and their well-being and satisfaction in
their relationships.

I had no prior experience of grounded theory, but, in examin-
ing various research approaches, I became aware that it is noted
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for its rigour and provides a systematic way of constructing the-
ories that illuminate human behaviour (Glaser and Strauss, 1967;
Glaser, 1978; Glaser, 1992). It seemed that this research method
was particularly suited to the extremely complex sets of human
behaviour involved in heterosexual couple relationships.

Moreover, the use of this approach was also consistent with
my intention, as a researcher, to elicit data that would, as far as
possible, not be dependent on my own hypotheses or preconcep-
tions. That is, I was not going to put before the participants a set
of questions predicated on my hunches about what might be the
issues for them. Nor was I placing boundaries and limits on their
responses to my general questions, as happens when respon-
dents are asked to choose between specific response categories.
Herein lies the strength of the grounded theory approach; that
the categories developed match the realities of those interviewed
in that at each stage, as part of the analysis, the participants are
involved in testing and verification both of the data and of the
evolving theory. The extremely detailed and rigorous process of
analysis, with constant recourse to comparison and checking,
which is used to refine the constructs ensures ‘the match
between scientific categories and participant reality’ (LeCompte
and Goetz, 1982, p. 43).

Thus, in choosing grounded theory as the approach for this
research into couple relationships, I had reason to expect that the
theoretical ‘model’ I developed would reflect the realities of het-
erosexual couple relationships in the context of contemporary
Australian circumstances. To this end, I set about gaining know-
ledge of and skills in this approach, beginning with broad
reading of the academic literature on grounded theory, includ-
ing research studies and reports using grounded theory and
similar methods. My immersion in this discipline over more than
four years continued with involvement in lectures, courses and
seminars, and in establishing regular contact with other
researchers for collaborative feedback and reciprocal analysis of
data. This was augmented by membership of an on-line link-up
with a qualitative research network.

I found it essential at all phases of the study to keep returning
to the seminal writings of Glaser and others. During the period
1992 to 1998, several new works addressing grounded theory
methodology were published and these provided additional
insights. Among these were the writings of Daly (1992), Gilgun

10 Elizabeth Tuettemann



(1992), Gilgun et al. (1992), Hutchinson and Wilson (1992, 1994),
Kvale (1994), Melia (1996), Morse (1994), and Reissman (1994).

Having chosen grounded theory, I was ultimately faced with
the dilemma of choosing between the Glaserian approach and
that favoured by Strauss and Corbin (1990). In the event, the
choice became almost automatic as the study progressed. Philo-
sophically I had much more in common with Glaser’s approach,
with its emphasis on creatively exploring ‘what is’, rather than
applying an elaborate algorithm as described by Strauss and
Corbin. The latter left little room for conceptual creativity.
Having come from a strongly scientific and quantitative back-
ground, I also found Glaser’s rigorous approach and attention to
elaborating a core category and exploring its variance more satis-
fying. Thus, in cases where they diverge, my study has been
based on Glaserian rather than Straussian techniques.

Grounded theory in action – the essential
elements

In grounded theory the whole process of data collection and
analysis is a tightly-woven iterative process involving constant
comparison, which leads to the gradual development and refine-
ment of theory grounded in the data. This constant comparative
method involves systematic ‘cracking’, coding and analysis of
the data, beginning at the early stages of data collection. The out-
comes of these analyses guide the subsequent data collection on
the basis of the evolving hypotheses. This process of increasingly
focussed data collection is called theoretical sampling.

The following essential elements of the constant comparative
method became part of my research strategy: initial ‘purposive’
sampling; open coding of data; analysis by constant comparison;
writing of memos; diagramming; theoretical sorting of memos;
theoretical sampling; identifying a core category; integrating a
central theoretical framework; selective theoretical sampling,
coding and analysing; refining evolving theory; and reaching
theoretical saturation. In the following paragraphs I elaborate on
a few of these elements as they were exemplified in the study.

The source of the initial body of data was semi-structured
interviews with individuals in heterosexual couple relationships,
interviewed both singly and together, and selected on the basis
of purposive sampling. I began by collecting data from young
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couples about to be married, and quickly expanded this to
include data from individuals at various stages of marriage and
in de facto relationships. This process of theoretical sampling led
to the study of ‘couple relationship’ experiences of individuals in
both rural and urban Australia and, ultimately, overseas.

In order to ‘fracture’ the data and identify as many categories
as possible, I began open coding (analysis) of the data early in
the research. As part of the data ‘cracking’ process, I repeatedly
used Glaser’s (1978, p. 57) basic set of questions governing open
coding. They are, briefly:

1 What are these data a study of?
2 What category does this incident indicate?
3 What is actually happening in the data?
4 What accounts for the basic problem and process?

The analysis also involved constantly drawing comparisons
between incidents and phenomena both within and between
data sets, seeking to group them into categories and constructs
of ever-increasing abstraction.

As the study progressed I followed Glaser’s injunction: ‘the
prime rule is to stop and memo – no matter what [you] interrupt’
(1978, p. 83). While generating scores of ‘formal’ memos, this
strategy was also the mother of countless scribbled notes captur-
ing inspirations that occurred when I was far from my desk, as
well as numerous notes taped using my microcassette recorder
while driving and while engaged in domestic tasks. The sub-
sequent act of typing up these observational, theoretical, per-
sonal and methodological memos always generated a further
bounty of insights. In like manner, the process of diagramming –
devising schemas, ‘maps’ and flow charts demonstrating the
relationships between categories, and links with other ways of
describing the phenomena – was very significant to the develop-
ment and depiction of the theoretical model. Theoretical sorting
of these insights and memos was a crucial step to the theory
building.

Theoretical sampling repeatedly involved the further collec-
tion and examination of data, guided by the emerging patterns. I
was seeking data that contradicted, tested, corroborated or
expanded the categories in order to refine the evolving theory.
This also included regularly returning to the data already
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amassed, and interpreting and analysing it in new ways on the
basis of the developing theory. As the study progressed, I
recruited further individuals and couples as they were needed
for theoretical sampling.

Once I had identified a theoretical code that offered a way of
explaining how the substantive codes related to each other, I
then focussed on integrating and ‘fleshing out’ the properties
around a central core process. This selective coding strategy
enabled me, over some months, to modify the theory in line with
further input from a variety of sources and to improve its ‘fit’
with the observed and experienced reality of individuals in het-
erosexual relationships. As the theoretical framework developed
and became more established, I increasingly used elements of
the substantive literature as sources of secondary data. Further
opportunities to test, refine and augment the developing theory
came from key informants. Ultimately, data came from people
with widely varying experiences of heterosexual couple relation-
ships. When I reached the stage where additional data provided
no new categories or properties of the categories, as they related
to the core category or process, I considered that I had reached
theoretical saturation.

A hierarchy of data sources

The data for the study came from a wide variety of sources,
guided by the outcomes of the constant comparative method of
analysis and the requirements of theoretical sampling. I cate-
gorised the data sources as primary, secondary or tertiary. The
primary sources were individuals who supplied me with raw
data through interviews, observations and interactions. The sec-
ondary sources of data came from the popular and professional
literature, and included biographical and autobiographical
accounts as well as published interviews and studies of people in
relationship. I defined ‘tertiary’ data as those used for elaboration
and refinement of the theory rather than for analysis (as in
primary or secondary data directly related to couple interactions).

Primary data sources

Depending on the source of information, primary data collection
was by means of structured or semi-structured in-depth
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interviews, informal impromptu interviews with couples and
individuals, questionnaires, participant observation (Spradley,
1979, 1980; Wolcott, 1994), letters, facsimiles and telephone calls.
The settings for primary data collection included homes, occupa-
tional and recreational settings, relationship and pre-marriage
education groups, relationship enrichment groups, and rebuild-
ing groups. While the main ‘trunk’ of primary data came from
interactions with 14 individuals over periods up to five years,
the total body of primary data ultimately included greater and
lesser input from in excess of 180 rural and urban Australians
born in Australia and overseas. They had experience of both sat-
isfying and unsatisfying couple relationships, having variously
experienced ‘living together’ and/or being engaged, married,
separated, divorced, reconciled or remarried.

Secondary data sources

Supplementary data for analysis came from close examination of
autobiographical literature and of other research studies into
heterosexual couple relationships. There were also studies of
individuals in relationships from the professional literature, and
several published interviews with individuals about their rela-
tionships. In addition, data came from popular non-fiction,
family chronicles, letters, journals, and media reports.

Tertiary sources

When the focus of the study shifted from analysis of ‘raw’ data
to elaborating and refining the theory, tertiary sources of com-
parison and insight were provided by interactions and discus-
sions with key informants such as marriage celebrants,
academics, and professionals working in the areas of social
work, relationship education and counselling. The study was
also guided by increasingly focussed examination of both
popular and scholarly literature as the theme of the study nar-
rowed. Further tertiary data sources included statistical and
research reports, media reports, and academic and popular
literature.
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Some practical and theoretical issues

From the outset, among the many factors influencing the design
of the study was the reality that it is impossible to speak of a
‘couple’ operating in any particular manner, since even the most
‘cohesive’ of couples is ultimately two individuals. As Bernard
(1982, pp. 4–5) comments:

. . . there is by now a very considerable body of well-
authenticated research to show that there really are two
marriages in every marital union, and that they don’t always
coincide.

Given that both partners in a couple relationship are likely to
describe it differently, using non-congruent terms of reference, I
chose to focus on ‘individuals’ in heterosexual couple relation-
ships rather than upon ‘couples’ per se, and this guided my
approach to data collection.

Choices in interviewing – as individuals or couples

Early in the study, I interviewed participants both with and
without their partners. That is, for each couple selected the part-
ners were initially interviewed separately within a short period
of time, before being interviewed together. Subsequently, with
those in the longitudinal studies I interviewed both partners
together on most occasions, except when I was dealing
with individuals who were no longer in a relationship, or who
were unhappy in their relationship. This served a number of
practical and methodological purposes, there being both advan-
tages and disadvantages in conjoint interviews. Among the
advantages were the convenience of having only one interview
and the establishment and maintaining of trust – both knew
exactly what the other was saying to me. Also, like Daly (1992, p.
8), I found that conjoint interviews tended to give a more reliable
picture

. . . in that the bias in one version may be balanced by that in
the other, spouses can jog one another’s memory; and most
important for reliability, spouses tend to keep each other
honest.
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I was also able to observe their verbal and non-verbal inter-
actions and thus assess more readily what was happening
between them than if only a one-sided perspective was being
given. In any case, even when I was interviewing a couple
together there were frequently opportunities for me to speak to
them singly, since the normal household interruptions tended to
take one or other partner away for several minutes at a time.

Daly (1992, p. 7) who interviewed couples rather than indi-
vidual spouses (since his focus was on the ‘couple’ response
to childlessness) expressed concern that couple interviews
might not allow ‘conflictual and embarrassing issues to emerge’.
I found this fear largely unsubstantiated in my study, since by
the time I had known a couple for a reasonable length of time
they were raising conflictual and ‘intimate’ issues quite
frequently.

Of more concern were the unanticipated disclosures. In a situ-
ation where one partner was clearly about to disclose something
that might make the other uncomfortable, I would stop him or
her and ask whether the non-disclosing partner wanted to con-
tinue, and/or to have the tape switched off. It was important to
‘note and respect the boundaries’ (Daly, 1992, p. 5). In addition,
on occasions when a participant was showing some emotional
arousal in response to the turn the conversation was taking, I
would ask at intervals if he or she would rather stop there, or
would like to stop the recording. Generally, the answer was no.

Practical aspects and techniques of data collection

The initial interviews with couples took place at my home. Sub-
sequent interviews with those I identified as my primary
participants (case-study individuals) took place either in their
homes or in a location of their choice, which was sometimes a
quiet room at their workplace or a secluded coffee shop. In the
home setting there were occasionally interruptions in the form of
telephone calls or visitors, but these were rare. My position was
to use the opportunities these intervening events presented; real
breakthroughs often came in these unlikely guises. The aim was
to make the interviews as ‘low key’ and natural as possible.
Further, I seldom ‘forced’ the conversation but let the indi-
viduals set their own pace and complete their train of thought.
Particularly in the early stages of building my relationships with
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them, I was prepared to ‘waste time’ with ‘digressions’ since
they often led to rich sources of data. The transcripts that eventu-
ated were voluminous. However, as the study progressed I
became more selective about the parts I examined in detail.

I commenced data collection using an aide memoire to guide the
interviews unobtrusively while asking open-ended questions.
The content of the interviews was focussed on the issues central
to the research questions, but neither the wording nor the order-
ing of the questions was fixed. In order to avoid forcing the data,
I simply encouraged the couples to tell me their ‘relationship
story’ in their own ways, prompting them at times with ques-
tions focussed on their perceptions, responses and behaviours.
The broad focus was on the evolution of their relationship to that
point, its current status, specific highs, lows and turning points,
and their hopes and expectations of themselves and their part-
ners. With couples in relationships of longer standing, I explored
their initial expectations of their relationship and their experi-
ences of its evolution and current status. The data collection
included personal observations of the individuals’ verbal and
non-verbal behaviour (including body language and voice into-
nations), along with their interactions with others, including
their partners. This gave information about the status of their
relationship.

For planned in-depth interviews I always used a microcassette
tape recorder, and for other more impromptu interviews and
conversations this was also my preferred option, as it freed me
from note-taking and gave greater opportunity to be ‘present’ to
the individual – and later repeatedly to listen to and reflect upon
the conversation.

The researcher–participant relationship

I had no difficulty in recruiting participants for my study. They
had a range of reasons, acknowledged and tacit, for taking part.
Their acknowledged motivations varied from altruistic to self-
serving, and a combination of both. Two young couples at
various stages commented that they hoped and expected their
involvement would be of use to others. One made it clear that
they valued my presence as a potential support and ‘counsellor’.
Other individuals and couples enjoyed the opportunity to have a
forum for their ‘story’ and for their views on marriages in
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general. My experience of participants’ motivations paralleled
that of Hutchinson and Wilson (1994, p. 306):

Participants in research and therapeutic interviews do so
for a variety of reasons such as achieving ‘self-
acknowledgement, self-awareness, catharsis, empowerment,
as sense of purpose, social status, and looking good . . . ’

The first few couples came from my involvement with pre-
marriage education, and as referrals from a marriage celebrant.
Further participants came through self-selection when I
appealed for volunteers while lecturing on marriage and rela-
tionship issues. Others volunteered when, at various phases of
the study, I explained in general conversation what I was doing.
Yet others were recruited by me for impromptu recordings
when, in conversation, they would begin describing experiences
or discussing issues that were of interest on the basis of my
evolving theoretical framework. In the theoretical sampling
phase not all of those who volunteered to take part were ulti-
mately involved, as I eventually selected from the ‘possibles’
according to the theoretical sampling.

Establishing rapport

Establishment of rapport is advantageous in most qualitative
studies, but is absolutely vital in a study of this kind where
individuals and couples are invited to explore and reveal
aspects of themselves and of their relationship that can be very
personal and confidential. I chose to interview a relatively
small number of couples in depth (alongside a multiplicity
of briefer and more focussed informal interviews and con-
versations with other participants), fostering close interaction
between myself and these participants. While this was time-con-
suming, the establishment of warm and trusting relationships
with the individuals was most rewarding. In the words of Bernie
Siegel (1988, p. 30), I became a ‘privileged listener’, and this is
how I saw my role in the in-depth interviews with individuals
and couples – or even with those who were talking in an
impromptu manner about their relationships. It was also import-
ant to those speaking openly about their lives that they under-
stood, trusted and respected my motives in doing the study. My
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readiness to disclose aspects of my own experience helped to
generate trust.

Another essential part of the process of establishing trust and
rapport was a patient, non-confrontational and low-key
approach, which meant periods of unfocussed chat in the initial
stages of each interview and also time given to ‘long digressions’
by participants during taping. This gave very lengthy tran-
scripts.

It is hard to separate a consideration of the establishing of
rapport from the issue of establishing credibility. In this case
there were at least two aspects to the establishing of credibility;
they were credibility as a professional person (a researcher) and
credibility as an insider or ‘one of us’. The former was never
questioned, despite my deliberately low-key approach. Regard-
ing the latter, my status as one who had been married twice and
had survived marital vicissitudes was an advantage in establish-
ing trust and rapport with my participants. Daly (1992) also
found his insider status to be an advantage in his study of adop-
tive parents.

The researcher as insider/outsider

Much has been written about ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ studies.
This particular study was to some extent an ‘insider’ one,
bearing in mind that my relationships with very young couples
just beginning to explore their relationship were unavoidably
different from my relationships with my age contemporaries in
relationships of some duration or with experience of several rela-
tionships. Likewise, my relationships with individuals whose
experience of couple relationships spanned longer periods than
my own had slightly different overtones.

The accent was nevertheless on ‘collaboration’ with the
participants as fellow explorers of the ‘mysteries’ of heterosexual
couple relationships. This sense of joint exploration occurred as
much with couples early in their marriage as it did with those
married for some decades, and reflected my approach to the
study participants; I was one of them, having experienced some
of what they were experiencing, and learning alongside them.
My self-disclosures to them reinforced this, as did my acknowl-
edgement and thanks to them for advancing my own insights as
they advanced their own. The question of ‘insider versus
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outsider’ raises issues of participant observation. There were ele-
ments of participant observation in my research, but this was not
a dominant aspect of this study.

The researcher as instrument

In my interviewing I tried to maintain what Patton (1990, p. 58)
calls empathetic neutrality:

. . . Empathy . . . is a stance toward the people one encoun-
ters, while neutrality is a stance towards the findings. Neu-
trality can actually facilitate rapport and help build a
relationship that supports empathy by disciplining the
researcher to be non-judgmental and open. Empathy com-
municates interest in and caring about people, while neutral-
ity means being non-judgmental about what people say and
do during data collection.

As I listened to the interview tapes, I began reflecting on how my
approach might come across to a participant. The first thing I
noticed was that I tended to adapt my language to the language
of those I was interviewing, particularly in terms of vocabulary
and sentence construction. This, I decided, was not a bad thing,
since it tended to minimise ‘power and status’ aspects and
emphasise that I was, to some extent, an ‘insider’.

Much later I also realised how similar my voice was to that of
my sister. This caused me to reflect on the aphorism, ‘it is not
what you say but how it is perceived’. Aware of the tendency for
her voice to put me on my guard, I began to listen to the tapes
with a ‘new’ ear – that of a third person hearing the conversa-
tions. This time I was not only focussing on the input of the
people I was interviewing, but was also studying my own input
at a new level. I was becoming very aware of both what I said
and how I used my voice as a researcher, as factors that might
influence their responses.

Another potentially contentious aspect of ‘researcher as instru-
ment’ is the question of subjectivity versus objectivity. Like Daly
(1992) and Douglas (1995), I was conscious that my personal
experience could predispose me to bias and preconceptions. On
the other hand, one must ask whether someone who had no
experience of couple relationships (a member of a celibate reli-
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gious order, perhaps?) would have a better chance of producing
unbiased findings. I suspect not. This general issue is addressed
by several researchers, including Lightfoot (1983) and Heshusius
(1994).

Multiple roles for the researcher?

Participant observer is only one of the roles that the researcher
takes on, by choice or by default, willingly or reluctantly. I
found, along with Daly (1992), how high the potential was for
study participants to confuse the role of the researcher with the
role of ‘expert helper’ or therapist. For me this was particularly
the case with the young couples dealing with the early chal-
lenges of married life. Bearing in mind that it is reasonable and
legitimate for the participants to expect some form of exchange
for their service to the research, it became a matter of negotiating
the positions from the outset and then considering each new
situation on its merits. This meant that there were times when I
became not just a researcher but also a ‘resource’ person – a pro-
fessional with a certain level of experience and expertise, and
with contacts and resources that could be accessed in times of
crisis. In this, as in other cases, I was careful to delineate the
limits of my expertise and to offer resources (such as booklists
and referral). I also indicated that I was ‘wearing the hat’ of a
concerned friend at the time. Several researchers have expressed
opinions on this issue. Patton (1990, pp. 353–357) was adamant
that:

. . . researchers using the in-depth interview have to tread
the fine line between being unresponsive to the interviewees
and their issues (and hence not establishing rapport) and
being overresponsive (and hence catalysing more change
than that which is absolutely inevitable as an outcome of the
interview process). Above all it is necessary to be aware of
this dimension of the data-collection process and to set clear
limits.

The consensus was that, as Hutchinson and Wilson (1994) put it,
researchers may occasionally step out of their researcher role to
provide information or assistance to participants.

At times, one partner or the other would introduce a subject
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that they had not previously broached together and use our
session together as an opportunity to air an issue. While both
partners often reported that they found this beneficial, there
were instances where this kind of behaviour elicited discomfort
in the partner who was taken by surprise. One young couple in
particular welcomed their sessions with me as an opportunity to
talk over their relationship. Often one would turn to the other
and say, ‘I haven’t told you about this, but . . . ’

Clearly, individual partners, to varying degrees, often saw the
interviews as opportunities for airing of viewpoints in a safe
atmosphere, resolving issues, raising other issues that might
never be resolved, reporting changes in each other (generally
positive ones), and having a difference of opinion with a witness
adjudicator, impartial observer, adviser or referee. What role the
researcher? And how often does that role change as the research
progresses and according to the nature of the interaction with
the participants?

These were just some of the questions that arose during the
course of the study. Perhaps the most salient of the questions
was whether I would choose grounded theory again for such a
study.

Revisiting the choice of methodology:
would I do it this way again?

The complexity of the area being studied was a major factor in
choosing grounded theory for this study since it facilitated
exploration of the many-faceted, kaleidoscopic interactions in
couple relationships. Perhaps most importantly, it did not
restrict the study participants in the data they offered since they
were not asked to tailor their responses to a pre-packaged
format. The choice of grounded theory had been in part driven
by my own increasing frustration with aspects of quantitative
research instruments. All too often, as both initiator and subject
of research situations, I had felt trammelled by the boundaries
imposed by these instruments, exasperated by the assumptions
made and by the seeming irrelevance of much that was being
explored through fixed questions and set response options.

Other researchers in this field have come to similar opinions.
They include distinguished sociologist Norval Glenn, who
expressed disappointment that for several decades researchers
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have tended to test simple propositions that don’t advance our
understanding of marriage. Although Glenn’s research has been
predominantly quantitative, he concluded (Glenn, 1990) that we
need more qualitative research to generate new ideas. Glenn’s
perspective is strongly echoed by Helen Glezer (1997). Referring
to her recent quantitative research, which had used telephone
survey techniques, Glezer commented:

Broad surveys don’t give you the in-depth process stuff,
which gives you a better feel of what is going on – what the
issues are. [We] need to know about individuals . . . we are
working at a distance – we need more qualitative work.

In conclusion, in my opinion the choice of grounded theory was
vindicated several times over. One of the most satisfying aspects
was that it tapped into people’s lives with a minimum of ‘engin-
eering’ of circumstances and with a maximum of ‘real’ data col-
lected in ‘real’ contexts. Hence the model that I constructed
related closely to what individuals themselves perceived to be
challenges to their well-being in couple relationships.
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Chapter 3

Reflecting on the value and
use of the edited topical life
history
A research approach

Beverley Ward

Introduction

My higher degree thesis, ‘The Female Professor – A Rare Bird
Indeed: Edited Topical Life History Portraits’, provided an in-
depth insight into a very small and elite group within the
highest echelons of the Australian academic hierarchy – the
female professor. This chapter offers some reflections on this
often neglected type of research.

The aim of the study was to develop an understanding of the
relationship between female professors’ life histories, their
ascent to their position within the higher echelons of the acade-
mic hierarchy, and the roles they play there. To this end, a
central argument throughout the study was that certain events in
our lives may be instrumental in shaping our attitudes and moti-
vation with respect to our actions, present and future. An
enhanced understanding of such phenomena is potentially
germane to the study of the calling any person adopts, and his or
her approach to that calling.

The study adopted the edited topical life history approach,
which takes its theoretical impetus from that stream of qualitat-
ive research known as symbolic interactionism, which is both a
theory and an approach to the study of human behaviour. Indi-
viduals cannot exist and develop in isolation from their environ-
ment, but different individuals in the same environment may
react differently and their attitudes may change as circumstances
change. It is the perceptions of the individual, rather than a defi-
nition of the facts by some external umpire, that will influence
perspectives and actions.

The study drew on data obtained from intensive interviews



with three female professors on the academic staff of Australian
public universities. Using a thematics approach, a number of
themes emerged (recurrent patterns of related issues emanating
from the data): backgrounds – family and schooling; significant
others – the influence and support they received from role
models, mentors, partners and friends; the notion of a career,
and whether it was planned; their perception of a professor’s
role; leadership – their style, thoughts, convictions; the gender
factor – their perception of the difference between male and
female professors, the different expectations placed upon them
and the way their performance is assessed; the struggle and the
price – the hurdles and challenges they have faced; and the
changing gender balance in the university population – their
views on whether there should be more female professors and
why, and why they think there are so few female professors. The
professors also offered words of advice to female students and
academics.

It is relevant here to note that the study was undertaken at a
time when Australian higher education is facing unprecedented
challenges. It is challenged by budget cuts and the increasing need
to become self-funding, it is adjusting to meet the needs of an
increasingly diverse student population, it is responding to the
impact of global competition, and it is struggling to come to terms
with the implications of new technology. Within the Australian
context today a wide divergence in gender balance exists, both in
terms of the academic staff as a whole and of the ratio between
academic staff and the student population. Females represent over
half of all undergraduate students enrolled in higher education.
Paralleling the increase in female undergraduates has been a
dramatic, albeit much slower, increase in the number of females
engaged in graduate study (DEET, 1993). However, despite the
adequacy of the current pool of potential female faculty, their
entry into faculty ranks on a full-time basis (and in particular to
the rank of full professor) continues to be disproportionately low.
Simply put, the higher the level in the academic hierarchy, the
lower the percentage of females represented there.

A life history perspective

In the 1930s and 1940s, under the influence of Ernest Burgess
and Robert Park, sociologists trained at the University of
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Chicago employed the life history method extensively (Becker,
1966). However, since this period little attention has been paid
by mainstream researchers to the life history approach, the
emphasis being placed instead on quantification and empirical
measurement.

There seems to be no clear reason why the life history has been
so neglected, especially when, as asserted by Watson and
Watson-Franke (1985; pp. 203–204), individuals’ effect on
‘smaller, more homogeneous society [such as the family and
community] . . . may be of considerable importance’. The study
of life histories is ‘not just to understand the idiosyncrasies of
individual experience’; rather, researchers ‘may also find that life
histories offer us precise documentation about how individuals,
in the process of changing their lives for themselves, also alter
the environment for others and thus act as significant agents of
change’.

A revival of interest in the life history method in sociology
started in the 1970s, at about the same time that symbolic inter-
actionism was becoming popular again. This is borne out by the
appearance and increasing number of qualitative research
method books that include life history methods. Examples
include Taylor and Bogdan’s Introduction to Qualitative Research
Methods (1984); Denzin’s The Research Act (1970); Schwartz and
Jacobs’ Qualitative Sociology (1979); and Lancy’s Qualitative
Research in Education: An Introduction to the Major Traditions
(1993). This resurgence of interest in the life history method
(Faraday and Plummer, 1979; Goodson, 1980; Bertaux, 1981) can
be attributed to its capacity to provide greater depth to the
participants’ perspectives than other forms of research.

Goodson (1980, pp. 66–67) further asserts that the life history’s
greatest strength lies in its penetration of the subjective reality of
the individual, allowing the ‘participant to speak for herself or
himself’. A well-documented life history creates a backdrop
against which we can amplify, and better understand, raw
information. It helps us to add ‘why’ and ‘how’ dimensions to
the ‘what’ of empirical data. This is important if we are to inter-
pret the data from a personal perspective rather than simply
carry out an operational and predictive analysis. The specific
significance of the life history method is that it addresses the
interactions that ultimately direct the participant’s line of
thought and subsequent courses of action, enabling the
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researcher to identify and comment upon the genesis of the
directions being researched. In reviving the life history, it is
important to see the sociological enterprise as multifaceted.
Becker’s image of the mosaic is useful – ‘each piece added to a
mosaic adds a little to our understanding’ (Goodson, 1980,
pp. 66–67).

The language of the method

Minichiello et al., (1990, p. 146) define LIFE as the unfinished
process of the lived experiences of a person, and as being given
meaning by that person and his/her significant others;
HISTORY is an account of an event or events, including an
attempt to explain why it occurred; TOPICAL is, in this context,
defined as a single instance, phase or subject; and EDITED is the
process of interpreting and preparing a text for publication. The
‘topic’, in the ‘edited topical life histories’ developed in the study
discussed in this chapter, was the interaction between the per-
ceptions and factors that had influenced the female professors
and their entry into the higher echelons of the academic
hierarchy.

The life history is exactly what it says it is – the history of an
individual’s life given by the person living it and solicited by the
researcher. It is a sociological autobiography obtained from
solicited narratives and/or in-depth interviewing. It is an
endeavour to acquire an account of a person’s life told in his or
her own words. The life history can be regarded as different
from traditional autobiographies because it is acknowledged that
in the autobiography the author provides only what he or she
wishes the reader to know. In the life history, what is ‘read is
mediated by the researcher’s interaction with the person during
the telling of the story, the coding, analysis and interpretation of
it’ (Minichiello et al., 1990, p. 147).

The life history presents the experiences and definitions held
by one person, one group or one organisation as this person,
group or organisation interprets those experiences. Becker
describes it aptly when he writes that it is ‘a faithful rendering of
the participant’s experience and interpretation of the world he
lives in’ (1966, pp. v–vi).

On this, the distinction between the life history and the life
story is important to understand. It is essentially a question of
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context, and the key factor is the element of collaboration with
an external observer. The life history reviews a wider range of
evidence than the simplistic life story – the ‘story we tell about
our life’ (Goodson, 1992, p. 6). The life history, by placing the life
story in its historical context, enables the researcher to draw con-
clusions about the factors determining the participant’s
thoughts, actions and motivation.

What is an edited topical life history?

Forms of life history

Three basic forms of the life history can be distinguished: the
complete, the topical, and the edited (Allport, 1942). All the
forms, however, contain three central features: the person’s own
story of his or her life; the social and cultural situation to which
the participant and others see the participant responding; and
the sequence of past experiences and situations in the partici-
pant’s life. Ultimately, differentiation depends on the aims of the
research process, what the researcher is looking for and/or
trying to illustrate, and the degree of intrusion made by the
researcher in the creation of the final document.

Complete life history

The complete life history attempts to cover the entire life (from
birth) experiences of the participant. It will more than likely be
long, complex, and many-sided. Shaw’s life history of a juvenile
delinquent (1966), for example, was made up of some 200 pages
and was followed by a sociological interpretation. A careful and
studied representation of one person’s, one organisation’s or one
group’s entire life experiences is the central feature of the com-
plete life history (Denzin, 1978, p. 217).

Topical life history

The topical life history shares all the features of the complete
form except that only one phase or aspect of the participant’s life
is presented. Sutherland (1937), for example, in a presentation of
the life of a professional thief, was concerned only with the
experiences of one thief as these related to the social organisation
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of professional crime. The work simply provides one man’s con-
ception of his profession, with interpretations and annotations
offered by Sutherland to clarify unusual terms and phrases;
there was little reference to other sources or documents.
However, this is not to imply that the topical life history never
employs additional sources.

The topical life history can take either the comprehensive or
limited mode. The comprehensive topical life history mode does
not try to focus on the full life history, but rather examines a
particular issue/subject. Good examples of complete topical life
histories are Shaw’s (1966) study of ‘Stanley’, examining his
delinquency; Sutherland’s (1937) depiction of the professional
thief using Chic Conwell’s information; Hughes’ (1961) study of
Janet Clark and her drug use; and Bogdan’s (1974) research of
Jane Fry’s trans-sexuality. The limited topical life history is actu-
ally the same as a complete topical life history, except that less
material is covered. Usually these life histories will include more
than one person per volume.

Edited life history

The edited life history may be either topical or complete. Its key
feature is the continual interspersing of explanations, comments
and questions by someone other than the focal participant.
Sutherland, for example, approached an edited life history by
adding interspersed passages and annotations. Some degree of
editing and interspersion of comments by the observer must be
present for theory construction and hypothesis testing. Without
this, ‘the life history must stand as its own sociological docu-
ment’ (Denzin, 1978, p. 218). A relatively recent example of an
edited topical life history is Dimmock and O’Donoghue’s (1997)
Innovative School Principals and Restructuring: Life History Portraits
of Successful Managers of Change.

Editing topical life histories

At this point it is appropriate to discuss the process of ‘editing’
the topical life history. Editing is the form that interpretation
takes in the written presentation of life histories, and occurs in
the presentation of all forms of life history. Editing can range
from minimal interpretation by the researcher (such as cutting
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out the verbal repetitions and the ‘ums’ and ‘ahs’) through to
extensive cutting of the account and arrangement in chronologi-
cal sequence, to ‘verification by anecdote’ (Plummer, 1983,
p. 115) where the use of selected quotes from the informant’s
interviews are used as examples to illustrate and accentuate the
theoretical position being argued by the researcher.

In many cases, editing is carried out with the purpose of
easing the work of the reader. Allport’s (1942) advice that while
unique styles of expression, including argot and colloquial
phrasing, should remain unedited, editing for the sake of clarity
or to remove repetitious material would seem justified.

Assumptions

There are four assumptions inherent in the life history research
method (Denzin, 1978, p. 216). These are:

1 The primary assumption is that human conduct is to be
studied and understood from the perspective of the persons
involved. All data that reflect upon this perspective should be
employed. This is a case for actively sharing in the partici-
pant’s experiences and perspectives and taking the role of the
‘acting other’. If this role is not taken, the researcher could slip
into the fallacy of objectivism by substituting the researcher’s
interpretations for the interpretations of those studied.

2 The sensitive observer employing this form of research
method will be concerned with relating the perspective
elicited to definitions and meanings that are lodged in social
relationships and social groups. The variable nature of these
definitions across situations will also be examined.

3 Concern will be directed to recording the history of one
person’s, one group’s or one organisation’s experiences. This
feature becomes a hallmark of the life history – the capturing
of events over time. Hence the researcher becomes a histo-
rian of social life, be it the life of many persons similarly situ-
ated or the life of one person.

4 Because this form of research method presents a person’s
experiences as he or she defines them, the objectivity of the
person’s interpretations provides fundamental data for the
final report. The researcher must first determine the partici-
pant’s ‘own story’.

32 Beverley Ward



Approaches

The two basic approaches that underpin the life history method
are the nomothetic and the idiographic (Allport, 1942). The
nomothetic approach is based on the concept that theoretical
generalisations are drawn from systematic experimentation,
usually employing quantitative research methods in an attempt
to establish general laws or principles: ‘It assumes social reality
is objective and external to the individual’(Burns, 1994, p. 2) and
should be ‘applicable to many individuals’ (Minichiello et al.,
1990, p. 155). The ideographic approach ‘emphasises the impor-
tance of subjective experience of individuals, with a focus on
qualitative analysis’ (Burns, 1994, p. 3). Social reality is regarded
as a creation of individual consciousness, with meaning and
the evaluation of events being a personal and subjective
construction.

Minichiello et al., (1990, p. 155), state that the two approaches
can be seen as complementary, and ‘in the course of acquiring
and analysing the contents of a series of life histories, and
searching for patterns within each one, the researcher may pur-
posefully or serendipitously uncover patterns between them’.
The type of life history in which the researcher engages will in
turn be dictated by the approach adopted, which will be dictated
by the reasons for and aims of focussing on a particular indi-
vidual case. My study took an ideographic approach.

The data

Life history materials include any records or documents, includ-
ing the case histories of social agencies, that throw light on the
subjective actions of individuals or groups. These may range
from letters to autobiographies, newspaper accounts to court
records, and interview transcriptions to personal diaries. This
material can be classified into two basic forms of data; public
archival records and private archival records.

Public archival records, which are prepared for the express
purpose of examination by others, include actuarial records,
political and judicial reports, governmental documents, and
media accounts (Denzin, 1978, p. 219). Private archival records,
the most important data source for the life history, consist of
autobiographies, questionnaires, interviews and verbatim
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reports, diaries, memoirs, logs and letters, as well as photo-
graphs, films, self-observations and possessions. The autobiogra-
phy is the most common form of personal document, and there
are three forms that correspond to the three types of life history:
comprehensive, topical, and edited (Allport, 1942). Allport (1942,
p. 77) asserts that ‘the great merit of the autobiography is that it
provides the “inside half” of the life; the half that is hidden from
the objectively-minded scientist’. Hence it provides a photo-
graph of the participant’s life that is neither fully apparent nor
fully public.

If a comprehensive life history is to be written, public archival
records should be combined with private and personal data.
Unfortunately, according to Denzin, few researchers using the
life history method use a combination of data sources to adopt a
triangulation strategy, preferring to use only interviews, or the
analysis of letters or autobiographies. My study on female pro-
fessors only utilised interviews, owing to time constraints.

The guidelines

Some guidelines must be established if life histories are to be
used for the purpose of comparison, although there seems to be
little consensus on the form these guidelines should take. Denzin
(1978, p. 229) asserts that ‘some set of uniform standards must be
established, but that they should be broad enough to permit each
investigator to adopt them to specific cases’.

There are several proposals on how to approach the life
history method, such as Dollard’s, whose formulation directs
attention to early family influences on the participant while
pointing to the impact of cultural settings in the developmental
process; Denzin’s, who proposes a more focussed format (and
largely mirrors that of Young); and Young’s (Denzin, 1978).
Young’s guideline is probably the most elaborate and lengthy,
being divided into the following areas: data on the family
(including the participant and his or her father and mother);
developmental history of the individual, including experiences
confronted in childhood, preadolescence, adolescence and adult
life; and the nature and meaning of the inner (subjective) life,
including such topics as emotional stabilities, sense of the self,
power devices, recreational and avocational activities, basic
satisfactions, and work as a value (Denzin, 1978, p. 230). The
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approach used in my study on female professors reflected that
used by Lemert in 1951 in his study on the life history of
deviants (Denzin, 1978). The strength of Lemert’s proposal lies in
its emphasis on the natural history of events over time and the
consideration of religion, social class, and political and social
climate.

Life history and symbolic interactionism

As stated earlier, my study on female professors took its theo-
retical impetus from that stream of qualitative research known
as symbolic interactionism. Before elaborating on the relation-
ship between symbolic interactionism and the life history
method of research, it is worthwhile providing an outline of the
theoretical position of symbolic interaction.

Theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism

My work on life histories, and in particular edited topical life his-
tories, takes its theoretical impetus from qualitative research. This
is based on the Chicago School of Symbolic Interactionism,
developed by Herbert Blumer, which continues the classical
Meadian tradition that ‘sees the self as socially constructed . . . It
is not possible for a self to arise outside of social experience’
(Potts, 1997, p. 7). The symbolic interactionist theory is influential
in Australia, the United States and Great Britain (Potts, 1997).

At the heart of symbolic interactionism are three principles
that govern, and in turn are governed by, beliefs about the
nature of the self, of meaning and of symbols. The three princi-
ples are formulated by Blumer (1962, p. 2) as follows:

1 ‘Human beings act towards things on the basis of the mean-
ings that the things have for them’. Blumer uses ‘things’ to
cover a range of recipients of behaviour from the concrete
(that is, people, material objects, and institutions) to the
abstract, which includes the situations in which one finds
oneself and the principles – in the sense of ideals – that
guide human life

2 ‘The meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of,
the social interaction that one has with one’s fellows’. This is
seen as a ‘continuous process’ by Woods (1992, p. 338)
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3 ‘Meanings are handled in, and modified through, an inter-
pretive process used by the person in dealing with the things
he [sic] encounters’.

Hence, for the symbolic interactionist, the meaning of each thing,
abstract or concrete, is not fixed. Rather, it is constantly being
adjusted in line with new information. This information is of all
kinds, and the new meaning has its effect on human acts. So
meaning is acquired from our experience of the world, and,
because we are in constant engagement with the world, meaning
is constantly being modified, if not completely changed.
However, while ‘our interpretive scheme may be shared by all
people, it may be associated with only one group or even be per-
sonal’ (Woods, 1992, p. 338).

Meltzer et al. (1975, p. 1) summarise the position:

Thus, ‘symbolic interaction’ is the interaction that takes place
among the various minds and meanings that characterise
human societies. It refers to the fact that social interaction
rests upon a taking of oneself (self-objectification) and others
(taking the role of the other) into account.

They stress that the most basic element in this image of human
beings is the notion that society and the individual are insep-
arable units; that while it may be possible to separate the units
analytically, the fundamental assumption is that a complete
comprehension of either one demands the comprehension of the
other. Meltzer et al. (1975, p. 2) emphasise the following:

In the interactionist image . . . [t]he behaviour of men and
women is ‘caused’ not so much by forces within themselves
(instincts, drives, needs, etc.) but by what lies in between, a
reflective and socially derived interpretation of the internal
and external stimuli that are present.

During the last 30 years, the symbolic interactionist perspective
and the qualitative research methods that came with symbolic
interationism have become very popular in academic sociology
(Davis, 1966; Wild, 1974; Connell, 1985).
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The relationship

In sociology, the use of personal documents and life histories has
been related to symbolic interactionist theory and to the percep-
tion that life histories are useful in providing ‘the salient experi-
ences of a person’s life and that person’s definitions of those
experiences’ (Taylor and Bogdan, 1984, p. 78). In fact, it has been
argued (Schwartz and Jacobs, 1979; Plummer, 1983) that there is
a fundamental affinity between the central tenets of symbolic
interactionism and life history research.

There are three theoretical assumptions that are common to
life history research and symbolic interactionism:

1 Life is viewed as a concrete experience – meaning there is no
point in studying abstractions of individuals or of social life;
the central consequence is that ‘in every case of study, we
must acknowledge that experiencing individuals can never
be isolated from their functioning bodies and their constrain-
ing social world’ (Plummer, 1983, p. 54). Cooley (1956, p.
152) illustrates the importance of recognising that ‘a separate
individual is an abstraction unknown to experience, and so
likewise is society when regarded as something apart from
individuals’.

2 Life is regarded as an ever-emerging relativistic perspective.
This means that ‘the reality shifts with a person’s life and
people act towards things on the basis of their understand-
ings, irrespective of the “objective” nature of those things’
(Plummer, 1983, p. 56).

3 Life is viewed as inherently marginal and ambiguous – ‘if
we have taken one person’s subjective reality seriously in a
life history, and then consider it in relation to another
person’s, then there is always the possibility that ambiguity
and incongruity will become evident in their definitions of
the same situations’ (Minichiello et al., 1990, p. 153).

Minichiello et al. (1990, p. 164) point out that ‘life histories consti-
tute a significant strategy in incorporating history within the
theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism’. This is
achieved, Plummer (1983, p. 70) argues, by ‘the changing bio-
graphical history of the person and the social history of his or
her lifespan’. This is evident in what Minichiello et al. (1990,
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p. 164) classify as the ‘career’ mode of life histories, ‘which is
derived from symbolic interactionism and focusses on the
changing meaning of an individual’s life course as he or she
moves through personal crises side-by-side with a given age
cohort in an evolving historical culture’.

Woods (1993, p. 450) clarifies the connection between the theo-
retical position of symbolic interaction and the life history
research method when he stresses the living connection between
the past and present, the life of which comes from the develop-
ment of current meanings and interpretations over time:

The present has a living connection with the past. Current
meanings and interpretations are shown to have grown and
developed over time. In tracing . . . [individuals’] own his-
tories, we acquire a fuller, deeper and richer understanding
of them. Examining the interrelationships of incident,
thought, people and place that underpin the current person
provides a context that is just as relevant as, if not more than,
the prevailing social, institutional and situational.

Conclusion

The life history, after a long period of neglect, is re-emerging
strongly as a significant research tool. The local detail and the
everyday life of any person will prove to be a rich and useful
source of knowledge about that person. Those who hope to
understand the action of specific groups must, at some stage,
study the action of individuals within those groups.

Life history is unique as a method of social research, as it deals
with human experiences such as feelings, action and talk as they
happen within the confines of the social structure specific to the
historical period in which the participant lives. Hence it is a
means of focussing on the relationship between biography,
structure and history (Minichiello et al., 1990, p. 164). The con-
stant criticism of life histories has been that they are too individ-
ualistic, neglect the broader historical context and, on this basis,
are not theoretically useful. This criticism has been made
without taking into account that the life history enables us to
view the totality of the biographical experience.

The significance of the life history is that it enables an appreci-
ation of how a person reacts, not in finite terms but in the context
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of his or her environment. This same person might have reacted
differently faced by different social, political, psychological or
religious influences. In practical terms, this means we have a tool
to help us develop theories about the underlying factors that
motivate the participants of our research when they are faced by
certain sets of circumstances.

The usefulness and significance of the life history method is
based on the notion that it provides ‘an account of individual
experience which reveals the individual’s actions as a human
agent and as a participant in social life’ (Blumer, 1939, p. 29).
Based on this central tenet, life histories constitute a significant
strategy in incorporating history within the theoretical frame-
work of ‘symbolic interactionism’. The individual cannot exist
and develop in isolation from his or her environment, but differ-
ent individuals in the same environment may react differently,
and their reaction may change as circumstances change.

It is the interpretations of the individual, rather than a definition
of the facts by some external umpire, that will influence percep-
tions and actions. Perception is reality. Thus, different individuals
will place different interpretations on an identical set of circum-
stances, and may be motivated to act in very different ways. The
identification of individuals’ interpretations, and the way in which
these interpretations may affect their perceptions and actions, is
the very essence of the life history as a research tool.

While many eminent proponents of the life history discipline
have attempted to provide guidelines that will apply an element
of uniformity to bodies of research gathered by this approach,
there appears to be little consensus concerning the form these
guidelines should take, other than that it must be sufficiently
flexible to allow the researcher to adapt the information gathered
to the case in point.

Social history attests to the predicable cyclic nature of success-
ful social movements, yet those involved in them rarely look to
the experience of others as part of their strategic efforts to effect
change (Lie et al., 1990). Every generation has to learn the lessons
of the past or repeat the mistakes. A life history, in whatever
form, can make a valuable contribution to the learning process
by giving us ‘both a glimpse of ourselves and a reflection of the
human spirit [in that it] illuminates history, inspires by
examples, and fires the imagination to life’s possibilities’
(Horner, 1987).
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Chapter 4

Phenomenology
The quest for meaning

Lisa Catherine Ehrich

Introduction

That professional development is one of the most challenging
and important activities facing school principals and their staff
has been highlighted in the policy and professional development
literature. The central purpose of my PhD was to explore the
nature of professional development from the unique experiences
of principals. It was felt there was a need to understand profes-
sional development outside the confines of theoretical constructs
and overarching frameworks. A phenomenological methodol-
ogy, therefore, guided the study and allowed the principals’
experiences to speak for themselves. Following the work of
Giorgi (1985a, 1985b), a phenomenological psychological
approach was used to analyse the data. Three significant find-
ings were raised for further comment, and these related to the
mismatch between current policy directions for professional
development and the reality of principals’ experiences; the prin-
cipals’ conceptualisation of professional development as a
planned and unplanned activity; and principals as curriculum
leaders.

Throughout my research I became acutely aware that there is
considerable disagreement about the meaning of phenom-
enology and that its definition has yet to be settled. For example,
it has been defined as an ‘overarching perspective’ that includes
qualitative research (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994, p. 3), yet
Merriam and Simpson (1984, p. 89) argue the converse and view
it as an orientation that falls within qualitative research. Further-
more, it has been defined as a substantive philosophy (following
the works of philosophers such as Husserl, Merleau-Ponty and



Heidegger) and a distinctive approach to the study of a range of
disciplines (Embree and Mohanty, 1997, p. 10). It seems that part
of the disagreement about the meaning of phenomenology can
be attributed to the fact that the term has been used so widely.
As Patton (1990, p. 68) suggests, phenomenology has been
referred to as a philosophy, a paradigm and a methodology, and
has been equated with qualitative methods of research. Such
wide usage can only create tangles of meaning.

This chapter is based on my intellectual struggles to construct
a methodological framework to guide my PhD research. I
attempt to illuminate the philosophical underpinnings of
phenomenology and identify two key approaches that have used
the phenomenological perspective in particular ways. The main
intention of the chapter is to untangle some of the conceptual
threads and coils that make up the web of phenomenology. This
is done in order to present a more accessible way of understand-
ing what has been described as ‘one of the major philosophical
movements of the twentieth century’ (Embree and Mohanty,
1997, p. 1).

The chapter is divided into five main parts, with each part cor-
responding to the metaphor of phenomenology as a web. The
first part provides an overview of the metaphor. The second part
begins with an explanation of Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) ‘phenom-
enological method’, which he sees as providing an entrance
through which we can access phenomenology. Four of the key
components that constitute phenomenology are described. The
phenomenological method is somewhat akin to the silk coils that
give strength and structure to the web of phenomenology. The
third part of the chapter examines three main types of philo-
sophical phenomenology, including transcendental phenom-
enology, hermeneutic phenomenology and existential
phenomenology. Philosophical phenomenology is like the hub of
the web of phenomenology; it is the foundation and the origin of
all phenomenology.

The next part of the chapter focusses on phenomenology as a
way of doing research. Although there are different versions of
phenomenological research, only two dominant schools or
threads are examined in this section, namely the Utrecht School
and the Duquesne School. These two schools are the silk threads
that emanate from the hub, or the philosophical insights of
phenomenology.
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The final part of the chapter is an attempt to hang the web of
phenomenology on the ‘bridge line’ of education. Here I
examine the place of phenomenology in educational research,
and argue that it has made and continues to make a rich and
unique contribution to the discipline of education.

The web of phenomenology: an overview

Phenomenology can be likened to an orb spider’s web, consist-
ing of threads, coils, and a hub. The silk spider weaves its web in
open areas and threads of dry silk extend from the centre like
spokes of a wheel. Coiling lines of silk connect the spokes and
serve as a trap. The hub (centre) of any orb web is like the philo-
sophy of phenomenology.

The origins of all phenomenology can be found within the
wider philosophical underpinnings. Indeed, all phenomenolo-
gical studies need to make some acknowledgement of the philo-
sophical traditions that have informed them (van Manen, 1990,
p. 7). The individual threads that extend like spokes of a wheel
from the hub represent the different approaches that can be used
to conduct phenomenological work (for example, more well-
known threads include those spun by van Kaam (1966),
Langeveld (1968), Vandenberg (1971), Greene (1972), Colaizzi
(1978), Giorgi (1985a, 1985b), van Manen (1990) and von Eckarts-
berg (1998a; 1998b)). Each of these threads has a connection to
the philosophical hub at the centre of the web of phenom-
enology. The silk coils that hold the threads in place are the
‘glue’ of the web. These coils can be likened to ‘the phenomeno-
logical method’, which consists of four key qualities (i.e. descrip-
tion, reduction, essences and intentionality) common to all types
of phenomenology. The coils, then, hold the threads in place and
provide support to the web. Without the coils (i.e. the four cele-
brated themes of phenomenology), the threads (i.e. the various
research traditions) have no meaning.

Last but not least, the spider in this scenario is none other than
the phenomenologist who spins the phenomenological web.
Unlike arachnids who weave webs in order to catch prey, the
phenomenologist as spider weaves a web so that he or she can
understand the structures of lived experience. An important
quest for any phenomenologist is to weave a web that uncovers
meaning structures. This chapter is an attempt to disentangle
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some of the threads and coils of the phenomenological web so
that connections between and among tightly woven sheets of
understanding will be made known.

Coils of the web: ‘the phenomenological
method’

Merleau-Ponty, a leading exponent of existentialist phenom-
enology, wrote in the preface of his book Phenomenology of Per-
ception (1962, p. vii) that the question ‘what is phenomenology?’
had still not been addressed, even though phenomenology
was introduced by Husserl at the turn of the century. His
response to this question was: ‘We shall find in ourselves, and
nowhere else, the unity and true meaning of phenomenology’.
While this response is not comforting to novice philosophers
and/or researchers, his important contribution to phenom-
enology was an explication of ‘the phenomenological method’.
At this juncture it is important to note that although 
Merleau-Ponty (1962) used the term ‘phenomenological
method’, he was not in any way referring to a method or tech-
nique for carrying out research. On the contrary, his method pro-
vided a way of understanding phenomenology from its
philosophical orientation.

‘The phenomenological method’, according to Merleau-Ponty,
embraces four key qualities that are said to be ‘celebrated
themes’ characteristic of phenomenology. Other key writers,
such as Natanson (1973, p. 24) and Spiegelberg (1975, p. 57),
endorse the four qualities of description, reduction, essences and
intentionality as constituting ‘the phenomenological method’.
These four qualities provide a useful and relatively easy intro-
duction to understanding some of the philosophical underpin-
nings of phenomenology, and are discussed here.

Description

Phenomenology comes from the Greek phainomenon, which
means the appearance of things or phenomena (Spinelli, 1989, p.
2). The aim of phenomenology is the description of phenomena,
and not the explanation. Phenomena include anything that
appears or presents itself, such as emotions, thoughts and phys-
ical objects. Phenomenology means describing things as one
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experiences them, and this means a turning away from science
and scientific knowledge and returning to the ‘things them-
selves’ (Husserl, 1970a, p. 252). Presuppositions become un-
necessary, since the purpose is to investigate the given.

Reduction

According to Husserl, the founding father of phenomenology,
there are many different reductions. He describes the epoche, the
eidetic or phenomenological reduction, and the transcendental
reduction. The differences between these three interrelated
reductions will be explored in the discussion that examines
Husserl’s work. A simple way of viewing the reduction is to
think of it as a process where phenomenology requires that
taken-for-granted assumptions and presuppositions about phe-
nomena be temporarily suspended or bracketed. The reason for
this suspension or bracketing of the phenomena is to ensure that
theoretical prejudices do not contaminate the description of the
experience (Merleau-Ponty, 1962), and this ensures that ‘the
things themselves’ can be returned to. Husserl’s phrase rests on
the principle that it is ‘living human beings who bring schemas
and frameworks into being and not the reverse’ (van Manen,
1982, p. 297).

Essences

An essence is simply the core meaning of an individual’s
experience of any given phenomenon that makes it what it is.
The search for essences, essential themes or essential relation-
ships, as they have been called, involves the exploration of phe-
nomena by using the process of free imagination, intuition and
reflection. Free variation is used to determine if a particular
feature of an essence is essential to it (Spiegelberg, 1975, p. 63).
For example, in the case of the essence of learning, a phenome-
nologist would consider whether or not learning remains an
essence without the essential elements of change and develop-
ment. Spiegelberg (1975, p. 64) further stated:

Essential insight requires that on the basis of such variation
we determine what is essential or necessary and what is
merely accidental or contingent.
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Once a description is given, the phenomenologist tries to under-
stand the essential structure of the lived experience. Merleau-
Ponty (1962, p. xiv) argued that arriving at the essence or
essential structure of the phenomenon is not the final step, but is
a way by which we can understand the relationships of the
experience.

Intentionality

Intentionality is an important concept to consider in Husserl’s
phenomenology. Intentionality refers to consciousness, and that
individuals are always conscious of something (Merleau-Ponty,
1962, p. xviii). Intentionality is the total meaning of the object
(for example, idea, process, a person), which is always more than
what is given in the perception of a single perspective (Chamber-
lin, 1974, p. 129). Husserl used the two concepts of noesis and
noema to reveal intentionality of consciousness. According to
Husserl (Sanders, 1982, p. 354), intentionality refers to the corre-
lation between noema and noesis, both of which lead to the
interpretation of an experience. Noema is the objective statement
of behaviour or the experience, while noesis is a subjective reflec-
tion of the objective statement (Sanders, 1982, p. 357).

A simple example to illustrate noema and noesis is as follows.
Twenty teachers attend an in-service seminar conducted by an
Education Officer within their region on how to operationalise
the Internet in their respective schools. All of the principals listen
to the officer explain the advantages of the Internet, how to max-
imise its usage, and how to use it. As a result of the in-service
seminar, it is likely that all of the principals will have different
feelings about the Internet and, in some cases, some concerns
about this new type of technology. In this example, the noema is
the ‘what’ or the content of the officer’s speech that each prin-
cipal heard, while the noesis is the ‘how’ or the mode in which
each principal heard the speech. The noesis refers to the way in
which the principals apprehended the speech, for example
whether they felt totally committed to the new technology, their
particular concerns or anxieties, and other subjective responses.
Together, the noema and the noesis lead each person to interpret
an experience in a unique way. As Spinelli (1989, p. 14) stated,
no experience can be approached without the presence of both a
noematic and noetic focus.
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Description, reduction, essences and intentionality are said to
bring together common phenomenological themes. The next
section is concerned with the hub, or the philosophical under-
pinnings, of phenomenology.

The hub of phenomenology: philosophical
phenomenology

Phenomenology had its origins in the European philosophical
tradition. It emerged from the philosophy of Husserl, a late
nineteenth-century German mathematician and philosopher
(Barritt et al., 1985, p. 19). Since Husserl phenomenology has
undergone some expansions and refinement, and today there are
a number of schools of thought within it. While Husserl’s
phenomenology has been labelled ‘transcendental’, other
branches of philosophical phenomenology include existential
phenomenology and hermeneutic phenomenology.

Phenomenology is non-dualistic, and therefore does not
endorse Descartes’ dualism of mind and body, or consciousness
and matter. Descartes maintained that there was a distinction
between the world of private experience and the world of public
objects (Hammond et al., 1991, p. 3). This means that real objects
can exist independently of our consciousness. Descartes, like
other scientific realists, ascribed importance to ‘reality’ provided
by the physical sciences and regarded subjective experiences as
‘appearances’. This position contributed to the privileged situ-
ation of science over experience. Phenomenology broke away
from this view and sought to develop a philosophy that would
give credence to ordinary conscious experience and would not
dichotomise appearance from reality. For phenomenologists this
separation between appearance and reality, or the separation
between the description of objects and the objective external
world, is untenable since an experience is always of something
(Hammond et al., 1991, p. 2). In some respects Husserl had
similar interests to Descartes, as both had the same desire to
provide a foundation of human knowledge (Stewart and Micku-
nas, 1990, p. 21). Husserl’s contribution to philosophy was to
provide a radical perspective that did not separate mind from
matter, but pointed to experience as one is conscious of it as a
legitimate type of philosophy. It is to the work of Husserl that
attention is now turned.
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Transcendental phenomenology: Husserl

Husserl devised both a philosophical phenomenology and a
phenomenological psychology; the latter was not only closely
related to the former, but also played an important part in the
development of his philosophy (Husserl, 1971, p. 82). Husserl
was a critic of the then modern psychology because it sought to
imitate the physical sciences and rejected the human conscious-
ness, which was, to him, the most important feature of human
life.

For Husserl, philosophical phenomenology was the achieve-
ment of transcendental subjectivity where the ‘absoluteness of
conscious existence’ could be established (McCall, 1983, p. 56).
To Husserl, consciousness was the goal of phenomenology, and
consciousness constituted all meaning and being. In simple lan-
guage, Husserl’s main project was to establish a method that
would yield absolute essential knowledge or universal unchang-
ing laws of facts (Jennings, 1986, p. 1235).

Understanding reductions is pivotal to understanding
Husserl’s phenomenology. Husserl used three terms synonym-
ously and interchangeably to describe phenomenological
inquiry, namely epoche, bracketing and reduction. Each of these
is reviewed briefly, since it is important to understand them in
relation to the notion of transcendental phenomenology.

Epoche and bracketing

The term ‘epoche’ comes originally from the Greek, and it refers
to the suspension of beliefs so that the phenomenon can be fully
focussed upon and understood. For the epoche to take place,
Husserl argued that the natural attitude must be bracketed or
suspended. While it is not humanly possible to be completely
unbiased and to bracket completely the natural attitude, by
being more aware of this process it is possible to try to control it.
Bracketing enables the experience to be seen in terms of a new
and unconventional perspective. Bracketing or epoche is seen to
be the ‘essential attitude’ of the phenomenologist (Sanders, 1982,
p. 355).
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Reduction

It is through the epoche that other procedures can then follow.
Two of these reductions are the eidetic reduction and the tran-
scendental reduction. It is important to note the complementary
relationship that exists between the epoche and the eidetic
reduction. As Rogers (1983, pp. 71–72) argued, the epoche brack-
ets the natural attitude and the eidetic reduction makes sense of
what remains. Rogers goes on to state:

What was given before the epoche as a fact can be taken after
the epoche as an exemplar of some undetermined but pure
possibility. The pure possibility that the object exemplifies is
its essence. The eidetic reduction means simply intending an
object of consciousness as an exemplar of an essence (or
‘eidos’).

The eidetic reduction involves the movement from objects as
facts to objects as exemplars (essences). In this process, particular
features of a phenomenon are reduced or set aside so that note
can be taken of ‘that which in the phenomenon shows itself as
universal’ (Carpenter, 1978, p. 38). The method of free variation
is used to investigate essences to determine what is secondary
and what is unchangeable or essential. According to Husserl, the
goal of phenomenological research is to get to the essence of con-
sciousness, and it is the essence that gives meaning to the objects
of consciousness.

In order to arrive at pure consciousness or transcendental
subjectivity, another reduction is necessary. According to Husserl
(Rogers, 1983, p. 73), both the epoche and the eidetic reduction do
not address the ‘I’ but leave it intact, which means that ‘conscious-
ness still has common-sense elements’. Hence the next step,
known as the transcendental reduction, involves suspending
judgment about the existence of everything in the world, includ-
ing the ego (McCall, 1983, p. 58). In short, Husserl believed it was
possible to bracket oneself from one’s beliefs in order to get to
pure consciousness. Thus in the transcendental reduction the phe-
nomenologist is not concerned with viewing external phenomena
but with human consciousness, which determines the meaning
and being of everything (McCall, 1983, p. 62). For Husserl, the
transcendental ego had a being of its own, distinct from the self.
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Husserl’s notion of ‘transcendental subjectivity’ was seen as
idealistic (McCall, 1983, pp. 62–63) by his critics, one of whom
was Heidegger. Critics felt that his movement away from
descriptive phenomenology to a movement that embraced
notions of eidetic phenomenology, transcendental consciousness
and the exclusion of the natural world was idealistic (Stewart
and Mickunas, 1990, p. 46). It is believed that this criticism
encouraged him to pursue a different focus, and he did this in
his final book, The Crisis of European Sciences (Husserl, 1970a). It
was in this book that he explicated the notion of the ‘life-world’
or ‘lived-world’ (Lebenswelt). Lebenswelt was seen as the direct
link between Husserl’s phenomenology and existential philo-
sophy (Stewart and Mickunas, 1990, p. 12).

For Husserl, the life-world is the world we experience in
everyday living. It is here that he turned his attention to the
experience of the lived-world as the primary task of phenom-
enology. Related to the lived-world is the concept of ‘horizon’,
which refers to the context in which one experiences things,
people or feelings (Stewart and Mickunas, 1990, p. 46). Experi-
ences are not isolated, but take place in particular contexts or
horizons. For example, when a school principal experiences pro-
fessional development, he or she does so in a time and place and
in distinction from other objects. The implication in this example
is that any research phenomenon needs to be understood within
its particular horizon context.

While the Lebenswelt marked a shift in Husserl’s thinking, both
the hermeneutic and existential phenomenologists built on this
idea and focussed attention on being-in-the-world. This enabled
them to view ‘human relationships in the world in terms of the
individual’s concrete experience’ (Stewart and Mickunas, 1990,
p. 64).

Hermeneutic phenomenology

The term ‘hermeneutic’ was first used to refer to interpreting
biblical texts and the scriptures. It has been used in more recent
times to understand or interpret the world as though it were a
text. The hermeneutic phenomenologist needs to put herself or
himself in the place of the author of the text in order to compre-
hend the situation and the person more fully (Barritt et al., 1985,
p. 22). According to Nicholson (1997, p. 304), phenomenology
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became hermeneutical ‘when it argued that every form of
human awareness is interpretive’. As van Manen states (1990, p.
26), phenomenology includes a descriptive element (phenome-
nological) as well as an interpretive (hermeneutic) element.

Two prominent philosophers within the hermeneutic tradition
were Heidegger and his pupil Gadamer. Heidegger was
Husserl’s personal assistant at Freiburg University for a time,
and he later succeeded him in his professorial post. There is no
doubt that his ideas were shaped by Husserl, although he
devised his own unique version of phenomenology (McCall,
1983, p. 60). While some authors have labelled Heidegger’s work
as ‘existential phenomenology’ (Spinelli, 1989, p. 107), others
(Barritt et al., 1985) have posited him in the ‘hermeneutic
phenomenology’ category. According to McCall (1983, p. 66),
however, Heidegger rejected all labels and preferred to describe
his profession as ‘thinking about being’.

Heidegger disagreed with Husserl’s notion of transcendental
phenomenology, since he believed that subjectivity is not
transcendent because it does not illuminate ‘being’. Unlike
Husserl, Heidegger claimed that being cannot be bracketed or
set aside. Being, sein, was the capstone of his theory. Heidegger
saw that being is present in all persons. He saw that being was
more important than consciousness (McCall, 1983, p. 61), and
being in the world precedes any thinking about the world. For
these reasons, his ideas moved away from Husserl’s. Unlike
Husserl, he did not see that consciousness constituted the world.
For him, people are not apart from the world but are experi-
enced as being-in-the-world. His central question was, ‘What
does it mean to be?’ (Spinelli, 1989, p. 108). He pondered this
question throughout his life, but did not come to any definitive
solution.

Existential phenomenology

Existentialism, as a movement, had its origins in the nineteenth
century. Two prominent spokespersons at that time were
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche (Charlesworth, 1975, p. 3). They both
rejected socially imposed morality within the western culture,
and were concerned with the quest for the meaning of existence
for each individual (Spinelli, 1989, p. 107).

It was not until the twentieth century that existentialism
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became cemented to the phenomenological method. Ricoeur
(Stewart and Mickunas, 1990, pp. 63–64) argued that two
streams of thought coalesced to produce existential phenom-
enology; Husserl’s notion of Lebenswelt, and the philosophy of
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche. Three significant existential phe-
nomenologists who were writing in the twentieth century
included Sartre, Merleau-Ponty and Marcel. Rather than focus
on the work of any one existential phenomenologist, some of the
characteristics of existential phenomenology are explored here.

Existential phenomenology shared with hermeneutic phenom-
enology a rejection of the notion of Husserl’s transcendental
phenomenology since it too maintained that the self and con-
sciousness are not separate (Barritt et al., 1985, p. 21). While one
of the assumptions of Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology
was that the world is not already there but is created in con-
sciousness (or constituted in consciousness), Merleau-Ponty took
a different view, as he posited that the world already exists and
‘consciousness is in dialogue with the world’ (Spurling, 1977,
p. 10). The existential phrase ‘being in the world’ means that
humans are situated in the world.

Another point of divergence between Husserl and the existen-
tial phenomenologists was the issue of ‘essence’, or ideal mean-
ings or acts of consciousness. The existential phenomenologists
emphasised the tension between essence and existence (Rogers,
1983, p. 2) and focussed instead upon human existence and a
person’s concrete way of living (Spurling 1977, p. 9; Stewart and
Mickunas, 1990, p. 65). Hence their phenomenology was known
as ‘existential’, since it was concerned with a person’s existence.

In common with the other philosophical phenomenologies,
however, existential phenomenology maintained that experience
should be a central concern of phenomenology. The way to
study human life was to examine experience as found in the
everyday world. Central themes of existential phenomenologists
included the importance of the body, and of freedom, and the
need for authenticity (Rogers, 1983, p. 2). Of these terms,
‘authenticity’ was a term that both Heidegger and Sartre saw as
pivotal to existential phenomenology. For example, Heidegger
(Spinelli, 1989, p. 109) argued that human beings adopt an
authentic or inauthentic mode of being throughout their lives. To
be inauthentic means to conform to prevailing attitudes of the
day, and to respond to life experiences in a reactive or passive
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way. In contrast, to be authentic means that one recognises one’s
autonomy in the way life is experienced and acknowledges the
role of determining one’s actions (Spinelli, 1989, p. 109). Put
another way:

The most basic way of being-in-the-world is concern and
responsibility for oneself, the world, and for others. Exist-
ence is authentic when one freely chooses how he or she will
be-in-the-world, but inauthentic when other forces are
allowed to shape his or her being-in-the-world. (Mitchell,
1990, p. 74)

Existential phenomenology thus focusses on human existence,
and lived experience is the focus point for all philosophical
reflection (Compton, 1997, p. 208).

Phenomenological threads: research
approaches to phenomenology

The phenomenology of Husserl (1931, 1970a, 1971), Merleau-
Ponty (1962) and Heidegger (1962) was written at a theoretical
level. Their philosophy was concerned with first person only.
None of these philosophers outlined the specific applications of
phenomenology to research endeavours; to them, phenom-
enology was viewed as a pure and theoretical discipline
(McDuffie, 1988, p. 52). What we have witnessed over the last 30
years in education and in some of the other disciplines has been
the presence of different types of phenomenological writings.
For example, two seminal books that used existential phenome-
nological insights in education were Maxine Greene’s (1972)
Teacher as Stranger and Vandenberg’s (1971) Being and Education.
Both Greene’s and Vandenberg’s work did not rely on research
participants; it was phenomenological writing about education.

Two prominent schools of thought within phenomenology
that emerged around 30 years ago were the Utrecht School
(which came from the Netherlands) and the Duquesne School
(operating out of Duquesne University in Pittsburgh in the
United States). Each of these is discussed here, and the work of a
key writer within each school is contrasted.
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Utrecht School

A key player whose thinking led to the ‘Utrecht school’ was
Martinus Langeveld, whose particular research interest included
children’s experiences and their ways of perceiving the world.
To date, the Utrecht school has developed a broad research pro-
gramme investigating the life-worlds of children and adolescents
(Meyer-Drawe, 1997, p. 159). In recent times the school has taken
shape under the influence of Ton Beekman (Meyer-Drawe, 1997,
p. 160). Max van Manen, a Dutch phenomenologist who lives in
Canada, has connections with this school, and his phenomeno-
logical pedagogical work has close ties to the project of the
Utrecht school.

Max van Manen – Phenomenology

Van Manen states that his work was influenced by the Dutch
movement from the Utrecht school and also the German tradi-
tion of ‘human science pedagogy’. From Langeveld, who wrote
sensitive, reflective studies, he learned about interpretive phe-
nomenological research. From the human science approach he
realised the importance of understanding the meaning of human
phenomena and the living structures of meaning (van Manen,
1990, p. ix). One of the important contributions he has made to
phenomenology has been to identify and discuss questions of
method and how to partake in scholarship. His book Researching
Lived Experience (van Manen, 1990) provides some guidance to
those who wish to understand and research human science
pedagogy.

As van Manen states, his quest is to understand the phenom-
ena of the lifeworld in order to see the pedagogical significance
of situations (van Manen, 1990, p. 2). Thus the outcome of any
human science research should be pedagogical competence or, in
other words, knowing how to act tactfully (p. 8) and thought-
fully (p. 12). In The Tact of Teaching (1991), van Manen provides
an original perspective on the practice of teaching as a reflective,
sensitive and tactful activity. Tact is described as ‘being open to
. . . [a] child’s experience’; ‘as attuned to subjectivity’; and ‘is
governed by insight while relying on feeling’ (pp. viii–ix). There
is a strong moral dimension to van Manen’s work (see, for
example, van Manen, 1990, 1991, 1996), and this is evident not
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only in the particular topics he chooses to research but also in the
sensitive and thoughtful ways he writes about pedagogy.

Van Manen’s literary writing style has been described as holis-
tic and poetic (Meyer-Drawe, 1997) – holistic because it reveals a
depth and insight into the human condition, and poetic because
it is sensitive and reflective. It engages the reader in an account
of images and sensations that uncover some aspect of human
experience. Van Manen states that the reader must be touched
by the text.

Van Manen does not offer a step-by-step formula for con-
ducting research, nor does he use terms such as ‘data collection’
or ‘data analysis’ in his seminal book Researching Lived
Experience. Instead he identifies ways of ‘investigating experience
as we live it’ and of making sense of the investigations
(for example, ‘hermeneutic phenomenological reflection’ in
Chapter 4 and ‘hermeneutic phenomenological writing’ in
Chapter 5). Regarding ways in which one might investigate
experience, he puts forward the following ideas for getting
started (pp. 54–74):

• Use personal experience as a starting point. This might help
provide clues on the nature of the phenomenon.

• Trace etymological sources. Doing this might help to put us in
touch with the origins of the word and its original meaning.

• Search for idiomatic phrases. Such phrases can possess inter-
pretive significance.

• Obtain experiential descriptions from others. We borrow other
people’s experiences in order to come to a deeper under-
standing of human experience.

• Protocol writing. A key way to find out human experiences is
to ask participants to write down their experiences.

• Interview. This is seen as a way of gathering experiential
material. Concrete experiences should be sought.

• Observe. A way of entering the life-world of persons is to be
a participant and an observer at the same time.

• Use experiential descriptions in literature. Literature, poetry,
other story forms, biographies, journals, diaries and logs
can serve as important sources of possible human
experiences.

• Use art as a source of lived experience. Objects of art can be used
as a source of lived experience.
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• Consult the phenomenological literature. Material that has
already addressed the topic, for example, can be an import-
ant source of data.

As can be seen above, his ‘thread’ of phenomenology departs
from Langeveld’s (1968) as he includes the experiences of others
to help shed light upon the phenomenon. Others’ experiences
can be sought through interviews, observations and protocol
writing. As is evident from the list of ideas above, his approach
is one which is literary – art and experiential descriptions in the
wider literature (for example, poetry, novels, plays, biographies,
and so on) can be used as valid experiences to assist the phenom-
enological writer.

As for his thoughts on ‘data analysis’, van Manen does not
provide a step-by-step formula for making sense of phenomeno-
logical ‘data’ since phenomenology is ‘a method without tech-
niques’ (1984, p. 27). He does, however, provide some guidance
in terms of reflection and writing (van Manen, 1990, pp. 79–93).
For example he states that the phenomenologist should conduct
a thematic analysis, which entails determining the themes or
‘experiential structures of experience’. Next the phenomenolo-
gist should uncover thematic aspects, which means that he/she
should identify threads or foci around which the description is
facilitated. Another thought he provides is isolating thematic
statements, which can be done in three ways; by the holistic
approach, the selective approach, and the detailed (or line-by-
line) approach. The first of these asks what phrase captures the
meaning of the text; the second asks what seems essential or
revealing in the text; and in the third, every sentence is examined
to see what it reveals about the phenomenon or experience being
described. The step of determining essential themes (1990, p.
106) is described by van Manen as quite difficult, as it means
determining the universal quality of each theme that makes the
phenomenon what it is. Free imagination is a method that he
suggests here.

Creating the phenomenological text is the object of the
research process (van Manen, 1990, p. 111). Writing is fused into
the research activity and is a ‘linguistic project’ since it makes
some aspect of lived experience understandable (van Manen,
1990, pp. 125–126). An important device in his writing is the use
of anecdotes or stories. Anecdotes are concrete examples of
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insight that are central to writing in the human science dis-
course. Van Manen claims that ‘a powerful narrative anecdote
may (i) compel or recruit our willing attention; (ii) lead us to
reflect; (iii) involve us personally; (iv) transform, touch, shake,
move us’ (1996, workshop handout). While anecdotes have no
validity in empirical research, van Manen argues that their place
is assured in phenomenological research.

While van Manen (1984, pp. 26–28) provides some suggestions
for structuring the descriptions of phenomenological writing, he
also points out some pitfalls of phenomenological writing. Some
of these include:

• Failing to be guided by a question
• Losing the sense of wonder of the phenomenological atti-

tude
• Confusing existential interpretations with perceptions
• Losing touch with experience as we live through it
• Engaging in undisciplined analysis
• Mistreating the text as a depository for private emotions.

To a novice phenomenologist unused to the requirements of
phenomenological research, these pitfalls pose a challenge.
For example, it seems that the final pitfall identified in the list
is one that creates some confusion in phenomenological
research. Phenomenology, strictly speaking, is not autobiograph-
ical research, nor is it research that reports on the subjective
perceptions/experiences of individuals. While it can use
experiences from the researcher (for example, see van Manen,
1990), what is essential is the ‘phenomenon’ itself. For example,
a phenomenological study might be, ‘what is love?’. The phe-
nomenologist will draw upon a variety of experiences (for
example, a personal anecdote, anecdotes from others, important
literature such as Fromm’s (1957) The Art of Loving,
poetry/books/plays, etc. that deal with love, and so on). All of
these experiences will be reflected upon in order to understand
the phenomenon that is ‘love’. Thus phenomenological research
is not a depository for private emotions of the happy- or
unhappy-in-love researcher.

Similarly, a phenomenological study does not report on the
emotions of a group of brokenhearted or happy-in-love particip-
ants. It is not their subjective experiences that constitute the
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project of phenomenology; their anecdotes only serve to cast
light upon the phenomenon of love. Phenomenology is some-
times referred to as ‘objectivising subjectivity’ (Willis, 1996, p.
219). Each phenomenon consists of an objective (noematic) and
subjective (noetic) pole, and the subjective pole becomes of inter-
est to the phenomenologist only as a way of understanding the
phenomenon itself. Crotty (1996) makes this point loud and clear
in his book Phenomenology and Nursing Research. He criticises
much of the nursing research over the last decade, which claims
to use ‘a phenomenological approach’ but is actually concerned
with subjective experiences of participants. He sees that nursing
phenomenologists are researching human participants and not
human topics or issues (Crotty, 1996, p. 107), unlike mainstream
phenomenology, which illuminates phenomena.

In summary, then, we can see that van Manen’s version of
phenomenology is hermeneutic, literary, and a reflective type of
human science approach that is sensitive to lived experience. The
next important school of phenomenology which emerged about
the same time as did the Utrecht school, was the Duquesne
School.

Duquesne School

This other prominent school of thought emerged from the Psy-
chology Department within the Duquesne University. Van Kaam
(1966) has been hailed as the founder and originator of the exis-
tential phenomenological psychological approach used at this
institution (von Eckartsberg, 1998b, p. 24). Since the 1960s, other
prominent followers of this tradition have included people such
as Giorgi (1971, 1985a, 1985b), Colaizzi (1973) and von Eckarts-
berg (1998a, 1998b). Each of these psychologists has created his
own way of developing an empirical existential phenomenologi-
cal psychology. The work of Giorgi (1985a, 1985b), which is seen
as exemplifying an existential phenomenological approach, is
discussed here, along with points of convergence and divergence
with van Manen’s work.

Amedeo Giorgi – Existential phenomenological psychology

It was stated earlier that Husserl developed a phenomenological
philosophy and a phenomenological psychology, each of which
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is related to the other. Husserl believed the goal of phenomeno-
logical psychology was to apply the phenomenological method
to psychological enquiry. This involved employing the eidetic
reduction, which would provide a description of the nature of
experiences, thereby revealing the ‘essences’ (McCall, 1983, p.
59). Husserl referred to phenomenological psychology as an
‘eidetic science’, since the eidetic reduction ‘provide[d] the
means of access to the invariant essential structures of the
total sphere of pure mental process’ (Husserl, 1971, p. 81).
To make this phenomenological psychology workable, however,
he loosened some of the authoritarian ideas that comprised his
transcendental system (Spinelli, 1989, p. 30). Since Husserl’s
time, psychologists have reworked his ideas and blended them
with insights from existential phenomenology to establish psy-
chology as a distinctly human science (Giorgi et al., 1971,
pp. vi–xiii).

Although Husserl attempted to subvert the ‘naturalism’ that
pervaded psychological thought and practice during the early
part of this century, psychology today is still known as a science
of behaviour, and dominating psychology largely is the posi-
tivistic scientific paradigm. Over the last 30 years, however, a
group of psychologists (van Kaam, 1966; Colaizzi, 1978; Giorgi,
1971; Giorgi et al., 1971) asserted that psychology had much to
gain by being informed from a phenomenological approach. The
result was existential phenomenological psychology as an altern-
ative (Valle and King, 1978; Valle et al., 1989; Valle, 1998).

Giorgi (1971) argued that psychology must develop its own
methods and procedures that do not rely upon the natural sci-
ences. He thus turned to the theoretical insights of existential
phenomenological philosophy, and endeavoured to apply these
to the study of psychology. Due to the complexity of applying
the phenomenological method to concrete research, Giorgi trans-
lated the phenomenological perspective into a scientific method-
ology. He felt this was necessary because the ‘phenomenological
method’ as articulated by Merleau-Ponty (1962) and Spiegelberg
(1975) was written at a theoretical level and thus was ambiguous
for concrete research.

Giorgi (1985a, pp. 47–52) turned to Merleau-Ponty’s four cri-
teria of the phenomenological method, and expressed these in a
way that is helpful for phenomenological psychology. These four
themes are explored here.
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1 Description. The first and most crucial point Giorgi made is
that when one moves from philosophy to psychology, one
moves from self to others. In phenomenological psychology
the descriptions come from the participants, as it is their
experiences that are sought. He argued that this move is
non-phenomenological in the true sense because phenom-
enology strictly interpreted depends on self-evidence and
the self (following Husserl’s claims).

2 Reduction. In phenomenological philosophy, philosophers
usually begin by bracketing their presuppositions before
embarking upon the description. In phenomenological psy-
chological research, however, this is not possible. Particip-
ants describe phenomena within the natural attitude. The
point Giorgi made here is that naive descriptions are
accepted by participants, and the reduction occurs when the
researcher begins to analyse the descriptions. He argued that
a transcendental reduction cannot take place within phe-
nomenological psychology, since this would mean that both
the object of the experience and the acts of the experience
would be reduced. In phenomenological psychology only a
partial reduction occurs, which means the object pole
(noema) is reduced while the subject pole (noesis) is not. To
illustrate this, he gives the example of a client who describes
an early memory to his therapist. While the therapist knows
from other sources that this memory is false, he nevertheless
lets the client continue his elaboration. The therapist or
researcher operating within the phenomenological psycho-
logical orientation would understand that the consciousness
of the subject is a real process because it is this mode of
human consciousness that is of interest to him or her. Within
the analysis, the therapist or researcher would perform a
reduction on the object (the noema).

3 Essences. Giorgi argued that the search for essences in phe-
nomenological psychology is similar to the search for
essences within phenomenology. Free variation is still used
to uncover the ‘invariants’ of the phenomenon. The main
difference is that in phenomenological philosophy the philo-
sopher seeks universal invariants, while in phenomenologi-
cal psychology the psychologist seeks general essences that
are context related, rather than universal. The essences or
structures that are uncovered in the descriptions are general,
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because the meanings arrived at are more able to change due
to their relationship to contexts or situations.

4 Intentionality. This final criterion pertaining to phenomeno-
logical philosophy is the notion of intentionality. Just as con-
sciousness is always intended toward an object, in
psychology behaviour is seen as intentional and always
directed towards a situation. Unlike pure consciousness, the
body is given credence, and behavioural descriptions
involve the body. From the points above, it is evident that
Giorgi modified the general criteria of the phenomenological
method articulated by Merleau-Ponty, in order to make it
acceptable to psychology.

Giorgi’s work has been used in a variety of psychological circles,
and has concentrated on clinical, social psychological, and sys-
tematic psychological inquiries (Giorgi et al., 1971, p. xii). His
methodology has also been used in wider circles, such as educa-
tion and nursing. Similarly to van Manen, a source of data used
by Giorgi is the interview. Giorgi’s work relies largely on inter-
views where he asks participants (this might be one or many) to
write or speak about a specific experience of a phenomenon. This
is where the similarity ends, as followers of phenomenological
psychological research tend not to use other types of experiential
data as suggested by van Manen. An exception is a new type of
methodology recently developed from existential phenomeno-
logical psychology, termed ‘hermeneutic phenomenological psy-
chology’, advocated by writers such as von Eckartsberg (1998b).
Within this approach a wider data base is used for analysis – for
example, myths, stories, art and so on. This methodology does
not claim to be ‘empirical’.

The researcher following the existential phenomenological
psychological approach advocated by Giorgi reflects upon the
descriptions provided by participants and endeavours to expli-
cate the meaning of the phenomenon being studied in a psycho-
logically significant way. Giorgi (1985b, pp. 11–19) outlines four
key steps to follow when analysing data utilising a phenomeno-
logical psychological approach:

1 Reading of the entire description to get a sense of the whole state-
ment. This involves the researcher reading and re-reading
the narratives from the transcribed tape recordings or
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written protocols. These narratives describe the human
experiences and consciousness of the participants in the
study.

2 Discrimination of meaning units within a psychological perspec-
tive and focussed on the phenomenon being researched. This step
involves the researcher breaking down the text into more
manageable units and discriminating ‘meaning units’ with a
focus on the phenomenon (Giorgi, 1985b, p. 11). A meaning
unit is simply made up of words or phrases that clearly
express a meaning that distinguishes the meaning unit from
other meaning units. At this stage, the subject’s language is
not altered in any way.

3 Transformation of participant’s everyday expressions into psycho-
logical language with emphasis on the phenomenon being investi-
gated. For these transformations to be arrived at, the process of
reflection and imaginative variation needs to occur. It is here
that the researcher asks: ‘What is essential in this meaning
unit?’. Imaginative variation is the process that the researcher
employs to determine what is essential and what is accidental.

4 Synthesis of transformed meaning units into a consistent state-
ment of the structure of learning. This includes: (4a) a synthesis of
situated structural descriptions and (4b) a synthesis of general
structural descriptions. Here the researcher synthesises the
insights within the meaning units into a consistent descrip-
tion of the structure of the event. To arrive at a general struc-
tural description involves synthesising each of the
participant’s specific structural descriptions into a general
structural description that represents ‘the most general
meaning of the phenomena’ (Giorgi, 1985b, p. 20). As Giorgi
stated, it is necessary that all of the meaning units are implic-
itly contained in this general structure. This final stage (4b) is
very important in a phenomenological study because it
recognises the commonalities across the sample of particip-
ants’ experience of the phenomena. The finding of a phe-
nomenological psychological study is the general structural
description or statement that is a synthesis of each of the
subject’s specific statements.

Some points of convergence and divergence can be identified
between van Manen’s and Giorgi’s approaches to phenom-
enology. As some of them have already been alluded to, only
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three issues are dealt with now. The first issue is that of the
empirical nature of phenomenology. Van Manen’s version of
phenomenology is not an empirical analytic science (1990, p. 21),
for he states that phenomenology ‘is not inductively empirically
derived’. In contrast, the work of Giorgi (1985a, 1985b) is empiri-
cal as it bases itself on factual data that are collected for the
purpose of examination and explication (von Eckartsberg, 1998,
p. 16). Furthermore, researchers within the phenomenological
psychological method are explicit about the research design of
their investigation, and the data collection and analysis steps are
well-known (von Eckartsberg, 1998, p. 16). While Giorgi’s steps
for analysis are clearly identified, van Manen maintains that phe-
nomenological research is not a step-by-step process; it is neither
structured nor procedural.

The second issue concerns imaginative variation. Both van
Manen and Giorgi see that imaginative variation is an important
process that allows the researcher to discover which aspects or
qualities of a phenomenon are essential and which are incid-
ental. For example, the question, ‘what is essential in this
meaning unit?’ is one that Giorgi asks. Similarly, van Manen
asks, ‘is this phenomenon still the same if we imaginatively
change or delete this theme from the phenomenon?’.

Hanging the web of phenomenology on the
bridge line of education

An important thread that holds a spider’s web is the bridge line.
In this final part of the chapter, I fasten the web of phenom-
enology to the bridge line of education and attempt to examine
the contribution phenomenology has made and continues to
make to educational research.

There has been a strong move to an interpretive or qualitative
approach in educational research since the 1960s (Burns, 1994, p.
2), and, as argued previously, phenomenology has been viewed
as having a strong connection with the assumptions underpin-
ning qualitative research. In philosophy it emerged in the late
nineteenth century as a reaction against the then dominant
scientific view of the world, and in education in the twentieth
century it emerged as a challenge to the behaviouristic psycho-
logical agenda (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). As was stated
previously, phenomenological writing became prominent in the
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1960s and 1970s and the phenomenological writers at that time
made a valuable contribution to understanding educational phe-
nomena as well as providing an alternative view.

Van Manen argues that in recent years there has been a
resurgence of the phenomenological tradition in the human
sciences (van Manen, 1990). While this may be so, phenomeno-
logical research remains on the periphery within educational
qualitative research. For example, Bartlett (1994, pp. 207–208)
does not include phenomenology as one of the growing
areas of qualitative research in Australia. He does note,
however, that some of the more popular types of qualitative
research include participatory action research, critical education
science, qualitative educational sociology (i.e. post-modern and
post-structuralist insights), case study methods, policy analysis
and feminist research. That Bartlett does not mention phenome-
nological research is not surprising, given its limited use in edu-
cation compared with more popular types of qualitative
research.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have attempted to examine two prominent
schools (one European, the other American) and two prominent
writers from those schools that have endorsed a phenomenologi-
cal approach to researching lived experience. I believe that Max
van Manen’s contribution to phenomenology has been felt not
only in advancing the methodology of phenomenology, but also
in the strong moral message underscored in his work, which
reminds us of our humanness in everyday life. Giorgi’s contribu-
tion, like that of his contemporaries (for example, van Kaam,
1966; Colaizzi, 1978; von Eckartsberg, 1998a, 1998b), has been to
give psychology a human face with a meaningful character of
lived experience. Furthermore, his project to use phenomenolog-
ical insights for psychology (by casting a thread from the hub of
phenomenology) has meant the inclusion of an important
approach for doing existential phenomenological psychological
research.

The search for meaning and understanding is part of
the search of being and becoming more human. Phenomenology
shares this search for understanding the problems of
human existence. Perhaps part of our quest as weavers of
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phenomenological webs is to help others see that within the
complex orb web lie beautiful and connected threads and coils
that extend from the hub or the origins of phenomenological
thought.
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Chapter 5

Methodological framings for a
policy trajectory study

Lesley Vidovich

Introduction

‘Quality’ was a catchcry of the 1990s across both private and
public sectors globally, and education was no exception.
‘Quality’ policies have become important mechanisms for
increasing educational accountability to external stakeholders,
and, arguably, such policies represent an ideological shift privi-
leging economic rationales in education policy making. This
chapter focusses on an analysis of the first ‘quality’ policy in
Australian higher education as it evolved during the 1990s,
within a context of globalisation. Given the high cost of the
quality audits (real and opportunity costs of university staff
time), the high profile of the ensuing league tables and debate in
the media, and the implications for both universities and acade-
mics adjusting to a more competitive climate, this quality policy
warranted close scrutiny. Further, given the ongoing evolution
of ‘quality’ policy in Australian higher education, and the devel-
opment of parallel (similar but different) quality policies in the
university sectors of many other countries across the globe, the
type of research reported in this chapter should be of interest
well beyond the specifics of the policy analysis featured here.

A central finding of the study to which this chapter relates was
that the operation of the Australian higher education quality
policy processes of the 1990s provided an example par excellence
of the mechanism of ‘steering at a distance’. On the one hand the
policy parameters were clearly set by ministerial guidelines, but
on the other hand the minutiae of the programme were shaped
by the national Committee for Quality Assurance in Higher Edu-
cation (CQAHE) (which conducted the quality audits of univer-



sities) and institutional managers in universities. However,
‘room for manoeuvre’ at the micro-level of this policy process
had definite boundaries. Although there was some variation in
policy practices at different university sites, especially evident in
different types of universities, the ‘bigger picture’ effect was
clearly to increase government control of higher education, on
the rationale of serving ‘the national interest’.

Another major conclusion of the study was that the quality
policy under investigation was a ‘clever’ strategy employed by a
Commonwealth government aiming to create a ‘clever’ country
to enhance its position in the global marketplace. Two particular
features of the Australian context were relevant to understand-
ing the nature of this ‘clever’ policy. The first feature was the
federal structure, which sees the Commonwealth government
occupying a relatively powerful financial position in higher edu-
cation, enabling it to dictate policy for universities using finan-
cial levers, with very little resistance. During the late 1980s the
federal minister responsible for higher education had signalled
enhanced control of higher education by the government using
accountability mechanisms such as quantitative performance
indicators, but by the early 1990s there was growing sector criti-
cism of this ‘coercive federalism’ and the interventionist style of
the government. Thus, quality policy provided a vehicle for the
government apparently to ‘back off’ in respect of university
autonomy, but in essence the effect was to tighten steerage using
incentives of money and status, as the country’s 37 universities
were all wanting to emerge at the top of the quality league
tables.

The second feature of the Australian context relevant to under-
standing the ‘clever’ strategy of quality policy in Australian
higher education was the fact that the Labour Party in govern-
ment was wanting to retain some semblance of a social demo-
cratic orientation, in contrast to countries such as the United
Kingdom and United States, where more fully developed market
ideologies were evident under Conservative governments. As a
Labour government was unlikely to want to be associated with
full privatisation, it could opt instead for greater corporatisation
of government enterprises and the use of quasi-markets to
achieve the desired efficiency and effectiveness. Quality league
tables provided such a quasi-market mechanism, which would
sit more comfortably with Labour ideology.
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Quality policy was also ‘clever’ because the concept of
‘quality’ itself has a chameleon character of multiple discourses
that might satisfy ‘some of the people most of the time’, thereby
reducing potential resistance from the sector. In particular, there
was slippage in the policy discourses between the notion of
‘excellence’, which has a traditional presence in universities,
with the conceptualisation of quality as accountability to exter-
nal stakeholders. Quality policy led a metamorphosis of account-
ability in Australian higher education from professional and
democratic forms towards managerial and market forms. There-
fore, in a number of significant ways quality policy was well
adapted to its time and place in transforming Australian
higher education to serve ‘the national interest’ – as defined by
government.

This chapter is concerned with reflections on the methods
used to conduct the analysis of the particular quality policy
under investigation in Australian higher education. The chapter
consists of three main sections. First, the aim and research ques-
tions are delineated, as they clearly guided the data collection
and analysis. Second, the theoretical and methodological frame-
works are overviewed, as theory and methods were closely
interwoven in this study: theory informed methods, which again
informed theory. This approach is consistent with that of
LeCompte and Preissle (1993), Ball (1994a) and Ozga and
Gewirtz (1994), who have urged greater efforts with theory
building alongside empirical studies. The third and longest
section of this chapter reflects on the specifics of the data gather-
ing and analysis, with separate discussions of documentary and
interview data. As interview data were the primary focus, and
they also rendered what was most unique about this study, more
time was spent on data gathering and analysis from interviews
than from documents. Ultimately, there is some potential extrap-
olation to other instances of education policy analysis, and to
qualitative research methods generally.

Aim and research questions

The principal aim of the study was to analyse Australian higher
education’s quality policy processes of the 1990s. Five groups of
specific research questions were derived from the general aim.
The research questions, presented below, were designed around

72 Lesley Vidovich



the three contexts of ‘influence’, ‘policy text production’ and
‘practice’ at four different levels (macro, intermediate, micro and
mini-micro) of the quality policy process under investigation.
The research questions were:

1 Context of influence
• What were the factors influencing the initiation of Aus-

tralia’s higher education quality policy during the 1990s?
(macro, intermediate and micro perceptions)

2 Context of policy text production
• How was the policy text constructed by the minister and

Higher Education Council? (macro processes)
• How did the Committee for Quality Assurance in

Higher Education (CQAHE) reconstruct the policy text?
(intermediate processes)

• How did universities reconstruct the policy text? (micro
processes)

3 Context of practice (effects)
• Quality: What were the effects of the quality policy on

practices both within universities and across the higher
education sector? (intermediate and micro perceptions)

• Accountability: What were the effects of the umbrella
policy domain of accountability on practices both within
universities and across the higher education sector?
(mini-micro perceptions)

4 Synthesising a policy trajectory
• Can a policy trajectory be synthesised that links the

various contexts and levels of this policy process, and
allows for the ‘messy realities’ of a non-linear policy
process?

5 Evaluating the effectiveness of the theoretical tools
• How useful was the theoretical concept of a policy tra-

jectory, including the modifications made for the analy-
sis of the particular Australian higher education quality
policy investigated in this study?

It is important to highlight that this study conceptualised the
policy process as continuous throughout different levels and
contexts. However, the separation between the different com-
ponents of the policy process was artificially imposed to facili-
tate analysis. Documents and interviews were the principal data
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sources used to research the above questions, although at each
context and level specific methods of data collection and analysis
were modified to adapt to the changing place and time. Analysis
of data obtained at any one level was often fed back into the data
collection at another level of the trajectory, as good ethnographic
practice suggests (Bowe et al., 1992). Given the close interweav-
ing of theory and methods, there is a need briefly to outline the
theoretical and methodological frameworks before proceeding.

The theoretical and methodological
frameworks

The study was located within the general domains of policy soci-
ology (Ozga, 1987; Ball, 1990; Raab, 1994a) and critical policy
analysis (Prunty, 1985; Codd, 1988; Ball, 1994b, 1997; Troyna,
1994; Taylor, 1997). The conceptual toolboxes employed revolve
around two approaches to education policy analysis, which are
often presented in the literature as binary opposites. On the one
hand there is the ‘state control’ approach, represented by Roger
Dale (1989), and on the other hand there is the ‘policy cycle’ con-
ception of the policy process represented by the work of Stephen
Ball (1994b). Debates on the relative merits of these positions
have featured strongly in the policy literature in the last decade
(Lingard, 1993; Troyna, 1994; Taylor, 1997). The ‘state control’
position advocates that state institutions and apparatuses form a
powerful policy elite that not only attempts to maintain a tight
control over public policy generally, including education, but is
also largely successful in imposing a policy agenda on practi-
tioners. By contrast, the ‘policy cycle’ view is that there has not
been a total exclusion of practitioners from the policy process,
and that the focus should be on the active interpretation and
agency by micro-political actors to include, according to Bowe et
al. (1992, p. 13), ‘resistance, accommodations, subterfuge and
conformity within and between arenas of practice and the plot-
ting of clashes and mismatches between contending discourses
at work in these arenas’. Bowe et al. proposed a continuous
policy cycle or policy trajectory to allow for the recontextualisa-
tion of policy throughout the whole process. They distinguished
the three primary policy contexts of ‘influence’ (where interest
groups struggle over construction of policy discourses), ‘policy
text production’ (where texts represent policy, although they
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may contain inconsistencies and contradictions), and ‘practice’
(where policy is subject to interpretation and recreation). Each of
these three contexts has multiple arenas of action (both public
and private), and each involves struggles.

The approach in this study was to reject both a binary divide
between ‘state control’ and ‘policy cycle’ perspectives, and a sim-
plistic separation of policy formulation and implementation. The
literature points to a growing dissatisfaction with such
dichotomies and a greater preparedness to find some middle
ground. For example, Fitz and Halpin (1994a) supported a bal-
anced approach between the centre’s power to disseminate
policy and the capacity of practitioners to interpret policies
rather than simply execute them. Gale (1994) argued for retain-
ing both the coherence of structural analysis and the complexity
of post-structuralist accounts of policy. He maintained that ‘the
micro level of the state is not without structure, nor the macro
level without agency, but micro-politics and political constraints
are evident in both’ (p. 3).

The notion of a policy trajectory (Bowe et al., 1992; Ball, 1994b)
formed the foundation of the theoretical framework used in this
study, and four different levels of the trajectory were differenti-
ated: macro, intermediate, micro and mini-micro levels. Gillborn
(1994) has emphasised the importance of building a more
sophisticated view of how macro changes are reconstructed at
the micro level, and Taylor (1997) has more recently observed a
general agreement among policy analysts that both macro and
micro levels need to be taken into account. For Australia’s higher
education quality policy of the 1990s, at the macro level of policy
text production were the minister and the Higher Education
Council. Together they provided the broad parameters of the
policy in 1991 and 1992, and then continued to reconstruct
quality policy text throughout the 1990s. At the intermediate level,
the Committee for Quality Assurance in Higher Education
(CQAHE) was a ministerial committee created to refine the
policy text and conduct quality reviews of universities between
1993 and 1995. The sites of policy practice in individual universi-
ties were subdivided into micro (institutional managers) and
mini-micro (grassroots academics) levels of the trajectory. The
logic of the separation of the two groups within universities
was the growing reference to a gap between the perspectives of
managers and grassroots academics within the increasingly
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corporate management style of university governance in Aus-
tralia (Bessant, 1995; Illing, 1998).

A number of modifications were made to Ball’s conceptualisa-
tion of a policy trajectory to take into account both criticisms of
that approach and the nature of the particular policy under
investigation. The first modification was to extend the terrain
from within an individual nation state to the global context, as
suggested by Lingard (1996) and later by Ball himself (1997).
Globalisation is an increasingly documented phenomenon, and
therefore its potential effect on education policy processes must
be examined. The second modification was to incorporate both
state-centred constraint and micro-political agency into the
policy trajectory. The approach was ‘state centred’, to emphasise
the government’s central role in the quality policy, but not ‘state
controlled’, which implies a top-down implementation model
(Raab, 1994b). Thus the micro-political complexities and ‘messi-
ness’ of quality policy processes were examined (especially at
the level of individual universities, which have different histor-
ical, geographical, cultural and social contexts), although the
‘bigger picture’ (Ozga, 1990) was kept in mind throughout. The
third modification to the policy trajectory was explicitly to high-
light the interlinkages between different levels and contexts of
the policy process, as suggested by Taylor (1997). For example,
data from the intermediate level were compared and contrasted
with that from the micro level, and then the mini-micro level.
Possible avenues and mechanisms for feedback from micro-level
policy practices to both the contexts of influence and policy text
production at the macro level were also explored.

This study called for a qualitative approach to investigate in
depth the complexity and the messiness of the quality policy
processes in Australian higher education. Qualitative research
places a greater emphasis on inductive, generative, constructive
and subjective processes than on deductive, verificative, enumer-
ative and objective processes (Goetz and LeCompte, 1984). The
importance given to context in qualitative research (Patton, 1990;
Cassell and Symon, 1994) was most appropriate to this study
where the existence of context-specific variations in the quality
policy process were of particular interest. Qualitative researchers
‘usually work with small samples of people nested in their con-
texts’ (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 27).

Following the stance by Patton (1990) that ‘the qualitative
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researcher has an obligation to be methodical in reporting suffi-
cient details of data collection and the process of analysis to
permit others to judge the quality of the resulting product’ (p.
402), the dynamics of data collection and analysis are presented
here. Further, responding to calls by certain prominent policy
sociologists for methodological reflexivity (Fitz and Halpin,
1994b; Troyna, 1994; Walford, 1994a; Batteson & Ball, 1995),
some of the problematic, serendipitous and possibly less com-
fortable aspects of the methods used are also included. Jordan
and Yeomans (1995) have emphasised that reflexivity turns the
focus on both the researcher and the research act as part of the
social world being investigated, and therefore it involves a
dialectic between the researcher, the research process and the
research product. Tritter (1995) has argued that reflexivity
involves researchers being aware of their own responses and
repeating accounts back to respondents to facilitate the construc-
tion of a joint account of the phenomenon being researched, both
of which were integral to this study.

Debates about the reliability and validity of qualitative
research have raged, although the arguments will not be
rehearsed here. Reliability is the extent to which a study can be
replicated, whereas internal validity is the extent to which
researchers are observing/measuring what they think they are
observing/measuring, and external validity is the extent to
which the findings are applicable to other groups (LeCompte
and Preissle, 1993). Some qualitative researchers choose not to
use these terms. For example, Goetz and LeCompte (1984) talked
about the generalisation of the findings, which can be
approached through comparability and translatability. They
believed that comparability is facilitated by the use of standard
terminology and analytical frames, as well as clear delineation of
the group studied. Translatability assumes that methods and
analytical categories as well as characteristics of the phenomena
and groups are explicitly identified. Other qualitative
researchers, such as Miles and Huberman (1994), have proposed
alternative terms that sit in parallel with reliability and validity.
They paired reliability with dependability and auditibility;
internal validity with credibility and authenticity; and external
validity with transferability and fittingness. More frequently,
though, they talked in general terms about ensuring the ‘good-
ness’ of qualitative research.
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Triangulation as a means of enhancing reliability and validity
features frequently in the qualitative methodology literature. It
involves cross-checking or cross-referencing the data (LeCompte
and Preissle, 1993; Batteson and Ball, 1995) by combining differ-
ent perceptions of the same event to provide a more robust and
holistic picture (Tritter, 1995). Various types of triangulation
have been distinguished, depending upon whether it is achieved
through multiple methods, sources, researchers, theories and/or
data types (Patton, 1990; Miles and Huberman, 1994). Most of
these approaches to triangulation were employed in this study,
with, for example, the use of different data collection methods
within each level in the policy trajectory and different individual
sources within each method. Triangulation was also possible
between different levels of the trajectory when the same inter-
view questions were asked, although the aim was certainly not
always to build a single coherent picture but often to highlight
differences for interpretation.

Data gathering and analysis

Documentary data

Documents formed the main source of data for the analysis of
the macro level of the quality policy trajectory. Furthermore, at
the lower levels of the trajectory documents provided valuable
information in preparing for interviews and also for triangulat-
ing with interview data.

Walford (1994a, p. 229) has emphasised that ‘documentary
evidence cannot simply be understood at face value. The story
behind the production of each document needs to be probed and
analysed’. Similarly, May (1993) drew attention to the need to
examine factors surrounding the process of a document’s pro-
duction as well as its social context because documents both
reflect and construct a social reality. In this study, both the global
and Australian contexts within which relevant documents were
produced was overviewed at the outset. Furthermore, the
context of specific documents produced at the different levels of
the quality policy trajectory was incorporated into each part of
the ongoing analysis.

A discourse analysis approach to documentary data sources is
increasingly common. In the 1980s, Codd (1988) argued for the
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use of theories of discourse in analysing education policy docu-
ments as an alternative to more traditional technical-empiricist
approaches. He described discourse analysis as a type of textual
deconstruction that enables the relationship between language
and ideology to be examined critically. He emphasised that dis-
course analysis should begin with explicit acknowledgement of
the context of the text and then proceed to reveal all of the text’s
ideological ambiguities, distortions and absences. Taylor (1997)
referred to the influence of Codd’s work in the education policy
arena in Australia and New Zealand, and similarly she argued
that a discourse theory approach provides a valuable tool for
critical policy analysis to highlight values and tease out compet-
ing discourses and contradictions. She also emphasised the
importance of providing a context for the text.

Although discourse analysis is defined in various ways, it fre-
quently refers to an examination of the way in which language,
as social practice, produces and reproduces social structures
(Gilbert and Low, 1994; Marshall, 1994; Kamler et al., 1997;
Skillington, 1997). For example, Hajer (1995, p. 60) has defined
discourse as ‘a specific ensemble of ideas, concepts, and categori-
sations that is produced, reproduced, and transformed in a
particular set of practices and through which meaning is given to
physical and social realities’. Power is a central concept in the
notion of discourse, and the aim of discourse analysis is to reveal
the inherent power relations. As Ball (1994a, p. 108) has
explained, ‘discourses embody and produce relations of power
through the promotion of certain subjectivities and meaning
systems over others’. A form of discourse analysis was used in
this study to tease out the competing and contradictory dis-
courses of quality in key policy documents at the macro level. It
was not intended as a fine-grained discourse analysis, but it had
the intention of revealing the struggles over the meaning of the
text and the resultant internal contradictions in the policy.

In terms of the specific documents examined in this study, at
the macro level a policy ensemble or collection of related policies
(Ball, 1994b) produced by the minister responsible for higher
education and the Higher Education Council were analysed for
the way in which the inherent discourses attempted to construct
a particular version of quality policy that privileged certain
voices over others. Key documents were a ministerial level
policy statement (Baldwin, 1991) and budget statement
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(Vanstone, 1996) and a series of Higher Education Council dis-
cussion papers and final reports to ministers between 1992 and
1998. Most of these documents were readily available, as they
were published by the Australian Government Publishing
Service and thus were in the public domain. The Vanstone
budget statement was on the World Wide Web within minutes
of being released.

At the intermediate level of the quality policy trajectory,
CQAHE produced annual reports on the quality reviews for
1993 to 1995. These reports were obtained prior to interviews so
as not to waste interview time on material already available, and
also to provide fodder for the interview questions. They were
published by the Australian Government Publishing Service and
were therefore readily available.

At the micro level of the quality policy trajectory, quality port-
folios produced each year for the period 1993 to 1995 by each
case-study university were examined for clues to the ways in
which universities responded to the quality policy. Forster (1994)
has described how ‘company documentation’ can reveal a great
deal about the culture and image a company is trying to propa-
gate, both internally to its own employees and externally to cus-
tomers and competitors.

The original intention was to examine the three quality portfo-
lios for 1993 to 1995 for all 36 public universities. A letter
explaining the research and requesting a copy of portfolios was
sent to the registrar of each university. There was, however, con-
siderable sensitivity by a few institutions about their portfolios
being in the public arena. In an increasingly competitive
environment, disclosure of internal university details was
becoming an issue, as further evidenced by subsequent concerns
expressed by Vice-Chancellors about quality requirements
infringing commercial confidentiality (Illing, 1997). Ultimately,
and subsequent to several reminder prompts, there was a 100
per cent success rate in obtaining all quality portfolios from all
universities for each of the three years 1993–1995.

However, despite the success in obtaining the documentation,
a framework for analysing the portfolios to facilitate direct com-
parisons and contrasts across universities proved to be elusive.
The variations both between universities and within any one
university over the three years were enormous, rendering sys-
tematic examination problematic. Thus, I had some taste of the

80 Lesley Vidovich



diversity of approaches and subsequent difficulties in compara-
tive analysis reported to me by the CQAHE respondents.

Newspapers, especially the Higher Education Supplement of
The Australian and the Campus Review, were useful data sources
in revealing the dynamics of the policy process at all levels of the
quality policy trajectory. In general these media furnished a
much more critical perspective than policy documents produced
by the policy making elite (Gewirtz and Ozga, 1994), especially
as they provided a conduit for voices of resistance from the
lower levels of the policy trajectory. However, as with other doc-
uments, care must be taken with newspaper articles as they also
actively construct a particular version of reality (May, 1993).
Newspapers did provide another valuable source for triangula-
tion to ‘locate’ similarities and differences in perspective, both
within and between groups at different levels of the policy tra-
jectory.

Interview data

Interviews were conducted at three levels of the quality policy
trajectory, and were a major component of the unique contribu-
tion of the study. Therefore, some time is spent here outlining
the approaches to interview data.

Access to suitable samples of respondents

Key informants were selected for interviews by non-probability
sampling techniques, also known as purposeful or purposive
sampling (May, 1993; Hornby and Symon, 1994; Miles and
Huberman, 1994) on the basis that the study called for ‘specific
information from specific informants who are knowledgeable
about the process under consideration’ (Hornby and Symon,
1994, p. 169). Whilst non-probability sampling can raise ques-
tions about ‘skewed’ samples (as opposed to random samples)
by clearly specifying the characteristics of the groups sampled,
this study used the approach by Goetz and LeCompte (1984) in
which generalisability is sought through comparability and
translatability.

Once the ideal respondents had been selected for the study,
the problem was to obtain their consent for an interview.
Walford (1994a) has made the point that access to key people
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involved in promoting or implementing a particular initiative
may be limited unless the researcher is identified as being ‘on
their side’. Elsewhere he emphasised that personal sponsorship
can play an important part in gaining access, especially to
powerful respondents (Walford, 1994b). Power is a relative
concept, and in this study all of the respondents were more
powerful than me as the researcher. Given my status as a
student, personal sponsorship as a means of gaining access at all
levels was invaluable. In the initial letter requesting an interview
my two supervisors were named, and in most cases one or the
other supervisor (sometimes both) was known to the potential
respondent. For interview requests to CQAHE members, one
supervisor who had worked with that committee wrote a separ-
ate letter introducing me. From the point of view of the respon-
dent, not only could my supervisors vouch for my bona fide
status but they would also be monitoring the ongoing products
of my research. Of course it would have been a disadvantage if
either of my supervisors had had an antagonistic relationship
with any potential respondents. However, this did not appear to
be the case.

Gewirtz and Ozga (1994, p. 193) reported that their access to a
group of male policy-making elites was considerably eased
because they were viewed by respondents as ‘perfectly harm-
less’. They were both women, and in junior positions in their
university, and were therefore not considered ‘important’. Both
of these factors perceived as access-easing by Gewirtz and Ozga
(female gender and low status position) were relevant to me as
the researcher in this project and, like them, I believe that some
advantages ensued.

At the intermediate level of the policy trajectory, seven of the
ten-member CQAHE committee were interviewed during 1995.
The main criterion for selection of CQAHE respondents became
a matter of geography, as I was based in Perth (on the west
coast) and research funding covered a trip to Sydney (on the east
coast), which would take in a majority of CQAHE members.
CQAHE members elsewhere would have been contacted if there
had not been a relatively consistent picture emerging from these
seven informants. The CQAHE respondents sampled represen-
ted the main constituent groups – both ‘old’ and ‘new’ universi-
ties; the Department of Employment, Education and Training;
and industry groups – so a cross-section of the different back-
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grounds and experiences that the members brought to CQAHE
was included. Given the small size of the group and the impor-
tance of identifying respondent background in understanding
their viewpoints, respondents were guaranteed that permission
would be sought before quoting them directly (even anonym-
ously), and all were happy with this arrangement.

At the micro level of the policy trajectory, six case-study uni-
versities (three each in the states of Western Australia and New
South Wales) were chosen to examine the operation of the
quality policy at localised sites. These institutions were selected
as matched pairs of case studies labelled as ‘traditional’, ‘altern-
ative’ and ‘former college’ types of universities, based on their
historical contexts. Both case studies and multiple-site case
studies are increasingly seen as attractive methodological tools
(Tritter, 1995). According to Hartley (1994, p. 208), case studies
‘shed light on the fine-grain detail of social processes in their
appropriate context’. The issue of generalisability from case
studies is a central one, but, according to Miles and Huberman
(1994), the advantages of the multi-case analysis like that used
here are to enhance generalisability and to deepen understand-
ing and explanation. However, they also acknowledged that
there are always tensions between the uniqueness of a particular
case and the need for a more universal understanding of generic
processes across different cases. They maintained that any
particular case or site has ‘a few properties it shares with many
others, some properties it shares with some others, and some
properties it shares with no others’ (Miles and Huberman, 1994,
p. 29).

At each of the six case-study universities, four institutional
managers involved in constructing their university’s quality sub-
missions (portfolios and visits) were interviewed in 1995 (con-
current with the CQAHE interviews). At each case-study site
contact was made with one senior manager, who in turn identi-
fied the key senior personnel involved in the quality process at
that institution. As a check, during interviews all institutional
manager respondents were asked to identify the main players in
the quality policy process at their university and the same names
kept coming up. Although the precise titles of respondent posi-
tions varied between universities, they were all chosen by a
contact in situ on the basis of closest possible involvement in the
preparation of quality submissions. Only one invitation to
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participate was declined, and that person nominated another
manager as his substitute. Using this snowball sampling method
(May, 1993; Hornby and Symon, 1994) access to the group was
enhanced, as the senior manager who was first approached had
in effect given approval to the research. However, the drawback
that some respondents might then have felt obliged to reflect the
particular perspective of the initial contact must also be recog-
nised. This situation was most evident in one interview situ-
ation, when a respondent hesitated to answer several questions
until he had conferred with the senior manager who had nomi-
nated him as his substitute for the interview. However, there
were no other instances of nominating proxies, and on the whole
I had the strong impression that individual respondents were
reporting their own perceptions, even to the extent of identifying
where their opinion was different from that of other members of
the management group at their university. One institutional
manager requested to see a transcript of the interview and subse-
quently removed reference to one name. All gave permission to
be quoted anonymously.

At the mini-micro level of the policy trajectory, twelve grass-
roots academics were chosen at each case-study university for
follow-up interviews during 1997. The twelve respondents from
each site were made up of four from each of three different
discipline areas (sciences, social sciences and education). There
was only one refusal to participate, and a replacement was
found without difficulty. No-one expressed a desire to see a tran-
script of the interview, and all agreed to be quoted, without
sighting the selected quote, if their anonymity was maintained.

The structure and content of interviews

At all levels of the policy trajectory where interviews were used,
the type of interview chosen fitted the general category of ‘semi-
structured’ (May, 1993), ‘structured open-response’ (King, 1994)
or ‘general interview’ guide (Patton, 1990). Whichever label is
used, the approach was somewhere in the middle of a contin-
uum between highly structured/standardised schedules and the
antithesis of unstructured conversations. On the one hand it was
important to maintain control of the interview to ensure that all
questions were asked of all respondents to enable comparisons
and contrasts both within and between different levels of the tra-
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jectory; on the other hand it was important to have the flexibility
to use probes to elicit more detailed responses and also to alter
the sequence or combination of questions if the need arose. In
Kogan’s words, the aim was to ‘keep a balance between struc-
tured and controlled enquiry and dynamic interaction with the
matter being researched’ (Kogan, 1994, p. 79).

Interview questions at the intermediate (CQAHE) and micro
(institutional manager) levels were organised to reflect the struc-
ture of the quality model that emerged from the macro (minister
and Higher Education Council) level of policy text production.
That is, the main components to the interview schedule focussed
on inputs or the context leading to the initiation of the quality
policy; processes undertaken to operationalise the policy; and out-
comes or effects of the policy. The same questions were asked of
CQAHE and institutional managers about their perceptions of
the context, and about their perceptions of the effects of the
policy across the higher education sector. Questions about the
processes involved were inevitably different for CQAHE and
institutional manager respondents at these different levels of the
policy trajectory. Figure 5.1 illustrates the structure of the inter-
view for CQAHE and institutional manager respondents.

The original intention was to mirror this meta-structure of
inputs–processes–outcomes for the interview schedule with
grassroots academics (mini-micro level) as well. However, tri-
alling revealed that this would not be possible because grass-
roots academics could not make connections between the quality
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policy and their daily working lives. By contrast, they had a
great deal to say about the effects of the increasing number of
policies to enhance accountability of universities and academics
to government (Vidovich and Currie, 1998), and thus the inter-
view theme was broadened to the wider issue of accountability.

In terms of the content of individual interview questions,
Patton (1990, pp. 290–291) distinguished six question types:
experience/behaviour; opinion/values; feeling; knowledge;
sensory; and background/demographic. The principal foci in
this study were ‘experience/behaviour’ questions, which are
aimed at ‘eliciting descriptions of experiences, behaviours,
actions, and activities that would have been observable had the
observer been present’, and also ‘opinion/values’ questions
which ‘tell us what people think about some issue’. Although
there were some knowledge questions, this domain (which deals
with factual information) was covered more by using docu-
ments, so that interviews could focus on a deeper understanding
of the issues. Across the three sets of interviews, all of Patton’s
categories of question content were included.

Interviews with CQAHE members (intermediate level) were
longer and less structured than interviews at the institutional
(micro and mini-micro) level, as CQAHE respondents had more
insider knowledge of the quality policy process to be explored.
Interview schedules for CQAHE members were often individu-
ally constructed to draw on the different interests and expertise
each brought to CQAHE. Questions were tailored around
knowing the backgrounds of each respondent, which were
obtained from earlier CQAHE reports and from one of my
supervisors who had worked with these people as a member of
CQAHE teams visiting universities.

Each of the three sets of interview questions at the three levels
(intermediate, micro and mini-micro level) were trialled with a
relevant participant who was also a ‘critical friend’. I felt more
comfortable starting the interviews with someone I knew, and I
asked each critical friend to provide feedback on how easy/diffi-
cult, relevant/peripheral they found the questions. Changes
were minor for CQAHE and institutional management levels
but, as indicated previously, the whole nature of the questions
changed for the grassroots academics. Thus, trialling enabled
appropriate modifications to both the structure and the content
of the interviews.
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Establishing rapport

Rapport between researcher and respondent is essential if
respondents are to be encouraged to reflect critically on their
experiences. May (1993) defined rapport in terms of building a
sense of trust and cooperation that facilitates a free flow of
information. Patton (1990) included another dimension by tying
rapport to neutrality in the relationship between the respondent
and the interviewer. The following excerpt from Patton (1990,
pp. 316–317) reflects the approach taken in this study:

Rapport must be established in such a way that it does not
undermine neutrality concerning what the person tells me.
Neutrality means that the person being interviewed can tell
me anything without engendering either my favour or dis-
favour with regard to the content of the response . . . At the
same time I am neutral with regard to the content of what is
being said to me, I care very much that that person is willing
to share with me what they are saying . . . I want to convey
to them that their knowledge, experiences, attitudes, and
feelings are important. Yet, I will not judge them for the
content of what they say to me.

Similarly, Kogan (1994, p. 73) maintained that ‘the researcher has
to behave so as to make the interviewee feel an important con-
tributor to a worthwhile exercise’. Despite the obvious benefits
of building rapport, Walford (1994b) cautioned that care must be
taken not to be so concerned with rapport that less comfortable
issues are avoided. He reported the strategy used by some inter-
viewers of challenging the respondent face-on if his or her
answers are evasive. I tried this on one occasion (with both a
smile and heart palpitations) to achieve some degree of success
in obtaining a more detailed and reflective response, but the
social distance between researcher and respondent might well be
a mitigating factor in this strategy.

At the outset of each interview, establishing rapport/trust
with the respondent was a priority. I wanted to present as a
highly motivated and well-organised researcher who had done
her homework (Walford, 1994b), and therefore would not waste
the respondent’s time. However, I also wanted to present a
friendly, open manner to invite interchange. Trust was furthered
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by requesting permission to tape (not assuming), offering that
the respondent was welcome to read the transcript before any
analysis and reporting, and assuring anonymity for quotation.
Only one respondent took up the offer to read the transcript, and
apart from deleting reference to one name he left the transcript
intact.

Perhaps a pointer to the high degree of rapport with many
respondents across the three levels of the trajectory was the large
number of offers to extend the interview beyond the 45 minutes
to an hour that had been requested and agreed. Many respon-
dents, especially at the CQAHE and institutional levels, said that
they were finding the interviews a good opportunity to reflect
and bring together their own thoughts on the topical, and
rapidly changing, notions of quality and accountability in higher
education. There were also numerous offers to continue informal
discussion on the topic over coffee or lunch after the interview.

In particular, CQAHE respondents were highly cooperative
and gave generously of their time, with interviews ranging from
one hour to two and a half hours (three interviews lasted longer
than two hours). This exceptionally high level of cooperation
raises the question of the extent to which respondents were
using their powerful status to present their own roles in the
policy process in the best possible light, and also to smooth over
any problems and controversies. Gewirtz and Ozga (1994)
referred to this phenomenon as the ‘rose-tinted spectacles syn-
drome’. Fitz and Halpin (1994b) cautioned against uncritical
acceptance of elite narratives of the policy process as this would
result in the researcher simply reproducing the discourse of the
powerful, or as Batteson and Ball (1995, p. 202) put it, ‘“going
native” and being persuaded to see it as “they” do’. Whilst
acknowledging that the CQAHE respondents were in an ideal
position to control the interview to get their own message across,
with the use of probes and occasional challenges I worked at
counteracting this effect.

Taping the interviews

Permission was granted by all respondents, except one, to tape
the interview. Brief notes of key phrases were also taken during
the interview as an insurance against tape failure, which was the
case with one respondent. In that instance, the routine check of
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the tape after leaving the respondent’s office revealed that it was
inaudible (the distance between the tape recorder and respon-
dent was too great for the volume of the respondent’s voice). I
immediately typed up the interview while my memory was
fresh, and the interview notes provided invaluable mental trig-
gers. I changed to a more powerful recording device after that
interview.

For the one respondent who did not want to be taped, I took
copious notes and can verify Patton’s (1990, p. 348) point that
‘the interactive nature of in-depth interviewing can be seriously
affected by the attempt to take verbatim notes during the inter-
view’. Some researchers (Kogan, 1994) make the point that
recorders can inhibit dialogue, but I believe that my respondents
from largely academic backgrounds were comfortable with the
recording, especially as many had used recording devices in
their own research. However, I agree with Thompson (1996) that
whilst the audio-tape recorder is ‘an empowering and enabling
research instrument’, its potential to mediate both the experience
of the researcher and the nature of the research should not be
discounted.

Analysing the interview data

Miles and Huberman (1994) have described qualitative analysis
as three concurrent flows of activity: data reduction, data display
and conclusion drawing/verification. A central element of data
reduction is the coding process defined by them as ‘attaching
meaningful labels to data chunks’ (p. 89). Similarly, King (1994)
outlined the use of a template approach where text is analysed
using a codebook that will be modified as exposure to the data
increases, and Hartley (1994) emphasised the revision of cat-
egories as the processes of data interrogation and theory build-
ing continue. Strauss and Corbin (1990) have described a
grounded theory approach to developing categories by asking
questions about the data and making comparisons to identify
similarities and differences. Categories are developed according
to their properties (characteristics) and dimensions (location of a
property along a continuum, such as high to low or more to
less).

In this study, preliminary codes developed as logical exten-
sions from the interview questions were modified extensively as
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data emerged during the ongoing analysis. In general terms,
Miles and Huberman’s sequence for abstracting key themes from
the data was adopted, beginning with first-level coding, then
proceeding to second-level or pattern coding and then to
memoing for deriving more general themes. By including exten-
sive respondent quotes in the reporting of data, the reader is able
to judge the effectiveness with which the artificially contrived
categories represent the raw data. That is, the reader is able to
move closer to the first-hand experiences of the respondents
rather than always relying on the researcher’s second-hand
interpretation of the data, thereby making their own assessments
of validity.

The NUD.IST (Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing
Searching and Theorising) software program was used to
analyse the larger number of interviews at the mini-micro level
in this study. Miles and Huberman (1994) have identified the
particular strengths of NUD.IST in coding (attaching key words
to segments of text), search and retrieval (locating relevant seg-
ments of text), memoing (writing reflective commentaries for
deeper analysis) and theory building (developing conceptually
coherent explanations).

Holbrook and Butcher (1996) provided an overview of the
polarised opinion associated with the use of computer software
for qualitative research. The positives usually emphasise the
improved validity (interpretative and theoretical as well as gen-
eralisability) derived from the greater visibility of the research
process because there is an audit trail for others to follow and
critique. The arguments against using computer software
include distancing the researcher from the data, overfragmenta-
tion of the data, and the strait-jacket effect of needing to generate
‘neat’ data to plug into the computer. In this study, I chose to ‘sit
on the fence’ by using computer software for only one of the
three sets of interview data. Coding by hand was used for the
smaller numbers of earlier respondent interviews at the CQAHE
(intermediate) and institutional manager (micro) levels of the
trajectory. NUD.IST was employed for analysing interviews of
grassroots academics (mini-micro level) who were asked a dif-
ferent set of questions at a later point in the trajectory. However,
as with coding by hand, the NUD.IST tree of index nodes or cat-
egories evolved as data analysis progressed.
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Conclusion

Education policy sociology is increasingly characterised by theo-
retical and methodological eclecticism (Troyna, 1994; Ball, 1997;
Taylor, 1997). This study was designed to draw strength from a
certain degree of eclecticism by bringing together different theo-
ries and methods to illuminate the policy processes associated
with the ascendancy of accountability in general, and quality in
particular, in Australian higher education of the 1990s.

At all stages, the methods were closely interwoven with the
theoretical framework. A quality policy trajectory was con-
structed to move through the contexts of influence, policy text
production and practice. Policy actor groups at four different
levels were identified, and then the data which were collected
from documents and interviews at these four levels were
analysed. Triangulation both within and between levels was
designed to increase the reliability and validity, or dependabil-
ity, credibility and transferability (Miles and Huberman, 1994),
of the research findings. With movement through different levels
of the trajectory, the number of interview respondents increased
between the intermediate level, the micro level, and the mini-
micro level. This hierarchy of sample sizes reflects the different
sizes of the total populations at each level. Thus, one might visu-
alise the extraction of a wedge of samples to reveal some of the
lived experiences of the quality policy process.

A number of books and articles within the field of education
policy sociology (Fitz and Halpin, 1994b; Walford, 1994b)
encourage the practice of ‘researching up’ or ‘studying up’, refer-
ring to the investigation of the role of ‘the powerful’ in education
policy making. This study accepted the challenge by moving
through a hierarchy of respondents who were all more powerful
than the researcher. ‘Researching up’ has both advantages and
disadvantages from a methodological perspective. On the one
hand Gewirtz and Ozga (1994) believe that access to the policy
elite can be enhanced if the researcher is deemed to be ‘perfectly
harmless’, but on the other hand this elite is in a strong position
to take control of the interview, with the effect of simply repro-
ducing the discourse of the powerful (Fitz and Halpin, 1994b). In
the end I was satisfied that everyone’s interests were being
served by researching this high profile, new policy direction in
Australian higher education.
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To conclude, I would like to make a final comment on the sub-
stantive topic of the study – ‘quality’ policy as a mechanism for
increasing accountability, and also for promulgating changes in
the nature of accountability in higher education from profes-
sional and democratic forms to managerial and market forms.
Universities have traditionally occupied a distinctive social posi-
tion in terms of both enrichment and a critical voice in society.
However, the growing privileging of economic constructions of
accountability, and the growing instrumental emphasis forged
by governments adopting market ideologies, threaten the unique
contributions that universities make. I would argue that the
balance between accountability and autonomy (for both univer-
sities and academics) needs to be continually renegotiated in the
long-term interests of society. For more detailed discussions of
the findings of this study, see Vidovich and Porter (1997, 1999),
and Vidovich (2001). For subsequent analysis of continually
evolving quality policy in Australian higher education into the
twenty first century, see Vidovich (2002).
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Chapter 6

Reflections on a qualitative
investigation of critical
literacies and the teaching of
English

Peter Stewart and Marnie O’Neill

Introduction

This chapter reflects on a study premised on a notion that
research into the meanings of individual teachers involved in
critical literacy (CL) programmes is important, since it can help
to clarify whether they are perceiving, adapting and facilitating
CL in ways consistent with its radical aims. There is no common
definition of CL. Nevertheless, the literature agrees that it refers
to a project concerned with inculcating in students a critical
awareness of socio-cultural issues as represented by texts; stu-
dents are to be literate in methods of analysing the way social
power operates in texts. However, most of the literature attempt-
ing to define CL ignores what these definitions might mean for
and to individual English teachers. Few texts are concerned that
competing definitions may confuse or alienate teachers.

Data on teachers’ perspectives on CL were collected through
semi-structured interviews with four participants. All were
English teachers at an Australian high school, divided equally by
gender and aged between 25 and 45 years. The interviews
provided emergent data that were followed-up in subsequent
interviews or informal conversations. A CL professional devel-
opment course in which the teachers participated was also
observed, during which notes were taken. As CL is a set of dif-
fering (often competing) discourses, an adaptation of discourse
analysis was used to analyse all the data. The theoretical per-
spective of symbolic interactionism enabled the researcher to
take into account the individual agency and responsibility of the
participants; factors that discourse analysis tends to disregard.

This study found that teachers were negotiating CL as a



broadly-based English ethical discourse, confusing radical
English with earlier models of facilitating an affective change in
students. This confusion was attributed to:

• The confusions of CL theory, with its liberal-humanist sur-
vivals, its neo-Marxist idealism and its poststructuralist rela-
tivism/pessimism

• The constitution of English teachers as teachers, informed by
the three competing discourses that are basic to subject
English: rhetoric, aesthetics and ethics

• Owing to a weakness in theory, the current dominance
of this non-specific ethical discourse in English education.
An outcome of the confusion among English teachers is
the highly conflictive nature of English pedagogy and
teaching.

The research questions

The narrow teaching roles offered by the CL literature, the lack
of general agreement on a CL definition, and the assumption
that teachers will respond to the politics of CL in a monolithic
way influenced the development of the five necessarily broad
questions that directed and influenced data collection in this
study. These questions were:

1 What does CL mean to some individual English teachers?
2 What is the relationship between the political agendas of CL

and the beliefs and values of these individual teachers?
3 What student outcomes (in the broadest sense) do English

teachers believe they are facilitating when inculcating CL?
4 What ambivalences – if any – do English teachers have con-

cerning their relationships with CL?
5 What are some of the implications for teachers and CL

theory in the meanings English teachers attribute to CL?

The main elements of the theoretical perspective of this study,
symbolic interactionism, are outlined, followed by the research
methodology that was employed, discourse analysis. The rela-
tionship between the theoretical perspective and the analytical
technique is discussed. Following this, details of the processes of
sample selection, data collection and analysis are provided.
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Theoretical perspective: symbolic
interactionism

The main assumptions underpinning this study approximated
the three principles embodied in the interpretive approach
known as symbolic interactionism (SI). SI derives from the
hermeneutic/interpretative paradigm in social and educational
research. It was formulated in the Chicago School of Social Inter-
actionism by George Mead, Herbert Blumer and others. Blumer’s
three principles of SI are:

1 Individuals attribute personal meanings to phenomena and
act towards them in a social environment on the basis of
these personal meanings

2 Meaning develops from the way other people act towards
the person in relation to the phenomenon

3 Meaning is negotiated, maintained and adopted in a process
of interpretation.

SI assumes that meaning is never a fixed entity. Meaning is
always undergoing a process of adjustment or change through
the input of fresh information derived from a social context.
However, it is individuals who develop their social roles in rela-
tion to others; the ‘self is always in process’ (Osborne and Van
Loon, 1996, p. 79). This study followed this assumption, which is
contingent on the belief that the individual and his or her social
interaction must be taken into account – i.e. that the individual
and society ‘are inseparable units’. Two strengths of SI as identi-
fied by Hargreaves were of particular relevance to this study.
First, it has an ‘appreciative capacity’ [which allows for explo-
ration of] social interaction from the point of view of the actor’
(Woods, 1992, p. 392). Second, it has a ‘designatory capacity
[allowing articulation of ostensibly] taken-for-granted or
common sense knowledge [which provides a] language for dis-
course about [the area of study]’.

Discourse analysis

Discourse analysis (DA) is a research methodology with no
‘overarching unifying theory common to all types [of academic
disciplines]’ (Punch, 1998, p. 305). The study used an adaptation
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of the type of DA that was derived from European social philo-
sophy and cultural analysis, which attempts to show how insti-
tutions, practices and individuals operate through discourses,
with talk and texts operating as social practices. Discourses are
socially constructed and recognised ways of doing and being in
the world, which integrate and regulate ways of acting, thinking,
feeling, using language, and believing (Lankshear, 1997a, p. 402).
Punch (1998, p. 305) paraphrases Worrall’s definition of the term
‘discourse’: it refers to ‘all aspects of communication . . . not only
content, but its author (who says it?), its authority (on what
grounds?), its audience (to whom [and] its objective . . . (in order
to achieve what?)’.

DA attempts to negotiate ‘new phenomena, [which entails]
critical analyses of text-based, postmodern cultures and
economies’ (Luke, 1997, p. 56), the assumption being that:

. . . identities and affiliated phenomena such as ‘class’, ‘race’
and ‘gender’ cannot be viewed as having prior essential
characteristics independent of their formation and
representation in [cultural] discourse.

DA assumes that there is a connection between the social con-
struction of essential characteristics such as stereotypes, and
dominant power structures, which perpetuate ‘regimes of
representation’ (Macedo, 1994, p. 36) in their own interest – i.e. it
emphasises ‘the interrelationship between accounts [for
example, what is said] and [social] hierarchies’ (Punch, 1998, p.
309). DA attempts to dismantle constructed accounts, so that the
political elements of their construction may be identified.

DA is problematic in that it promotes a tendency to assign
political labels (reactionary, progressive etc.) to elements of texts
or ‘accounts’, with little scrutiny of the history of the use of these
labels, or their applicability to the complex origins and motiva-
tions that produce types of language usage (Steele, 1997). It is
often assumed by cultural critics that language exists in a
vacuum of political reproduction (Paglia, 1992). The assumption
here is that there is always an individual person behind every
text and account whose experiences and values might usually be
determined culturally, but the extent and ‘nature’ of this deter-
minism are questions that are too ambiguous and complex to
answer with certainty.
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Although the emphasis in DA’s dismantling of ‘constructed
accounts’ (Punch, 1998, p. 309) is often to reveal connections
between ‘power and ideology’, the adaptation of DA used in the
study to which this chapter relates is more concerned with a
wider paradigm; the space where this ‘heterogeneous discipline
. . . finds its unity . . . an interest in the context and cultural influ-
ences which affect language in use’. This adaptation does not
preclude the notion that hierarchies operate and are maintained
through language. However, it takes what might be considered a
middle-ground position by assuming that the wider context of
language usage (and culture itself) may not necessarily be explic-
able through the strictly progressivist or radical discourses of
cultural studies. The liberal position of the study allowed cul-
tural studies (and CL) to be read as problematic discourses oper-
ating in the field of Australian education, as opposed to
techniques of analysis conducive to a form of (obscure) politico-
transcendental salvation (Lankshear and Lawler, 1987; Gee,
1997).

Theorists have pointed out that it is ‘difficult to describe and
codify explicit procedures that are used in discourse analysis’
(Punch, 1998, p. 308). However, five conditions, adaptations of
which which were the basis for the way DA methodology was
undertaken in the study, recur. They are:

1 Variation used as a lever – the fact of difference as it exists in
the accounts of research participants is a pre-condition that
allows for the comparison and contrast of language used by
the sample group. This enables the researcher to test a dis-
course’s viability as it emerges, i.e. to take into account both
the contradictions in individual accounts and group
accounts and assess how representative the emerging dis-
course is of the individual or of the group.

2 Reading the detail – in DA, as with most analyses derived
from cultural studies, the data are read closely so that con-
tradictions and inconsistencies may be identified.

3 Looking for rhetorical organisation – given the assumption
that the accounts often derive from cultural contexts, the use
of rhetorical language is identified. This language operates
as rhetoric in that it tends to locate the speaker in the process
of maintaining or defending a cultural discourse at the
expense of others. Rhetorical usage represents less the
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communication of considered opinion than reproduction of
a cultural assumption.

4 Looking for accountability – establishing what the speaker
has to lose or gain by using language in a particular way,
contingent on the assumption that language operates to
maintain culturally dominant hierarchies. It is a method of
establishing whether the speaker is using language to nor-
malise his or her position in the status quo.

5 Cross-referencing discourse studies – adaptation of various
uses and outlines of DA, taking into account the wider field
of cultural studies.

The relationship between symbolic
interactionism and discourse analysis

The theoretical perspective of SI qualified the use of DA in the
study. SI assumes that meaning is derived from the social inter-
action of individuals, while DA is concerned with the analysis of
the results of this making of meaning, which are attributed to the
maintenance of a social hierarchy. The allowance of SI for an
‘appreciative capacity’ (Woods, 1992, p. 392) enables the
researcher to focus on this interaction from the point of view of
the participants, i.e. in an empathetic sense. This is consistent
with SI being at the ‘individualistic end of social theory’
(Osborne and Van Loon, 1996, p. 78), concerned with questions
of individual agency. The ‘designatory capacity’ (Woods, 1992,
p. 392) of SI assumes that that which will be provided by the par-
ticipant is of use in itself. It assumes that the language used by
the participant represents and provides a way of speaking about
the wider context of, for example, the various discourses of both
teachers and theorists that make up the CL discourse. The desig-
natory capacity values the opinion of the participant, and
assumes his or her colloquial language is as diagnostic of issues
as academic language.

A main assumption of the study, as opposed to much DA
(Lankshear et al., 1997a), was that the participants were not
merely representations of various discourses that exist to perpet-
uate dominant social hierarchies, but that their individual mean-
ings operated in a process of continual adaptation and change.
These are dependent on circumstance, experience, interaction,
need – and a degree of personal agency that cultural criticism
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has difficulty in addressing (Steele, 1997). In SI, it is the self that
is ‘always in process’ (Osborne and Van Loon, 1996, p. 79). The
appreciative capacity of SI allowed the researcher to take into
account – in an empathetic way – the flux of personal meaning,
rather than mainly attribute that meaning to a set of fixed polit-
ical notions somehow embedded in language.

This is not to argue (to reverse the popular cliché) that every-
thing isn’t politics, but that the form politics takes does not
necessarily represent a location on the classic political spectrum,
which many cultural critics seem to assume in their use of terms
such as ‘progressive’ and ‘reactionary’ (Lankshear and Lawler,
1987; Macedo, 1994; Lankshear, 1997a). In this context, the empa-
thetic, appreciative capacity allows for a degree of ‘negative
capability’ (Rosenbaum, 1998, p. xi), as formulated by Keats, i.e.
‘the ability to tolerate uncertainty without the “irritable reach-
ing” for certainty’; a useful antidote to the political certainty
(Hunter, 1994) that many cultural critics aspire to or operate
from, which is rarely given the same scrutiny as capitalist ‘pro-
ductions of power’ (Lankshear, 1997a, p. 407). However, it was
the assumption of the study that the broader cultural contexts
affect the use of language, and this language represents (and
may be analysed as) discourse to a large extent.

Participant selection

The study was concerned with establishing the relationship indi-
vidual English teachers have with the theory and practice of CL
by investigating the meanings they ascribe to them. The particip-
ants in this study were all subject English teachers from a large
state high school in an eastern suburb of Perth. The school had a
reputation for social problems. Although research conducted in
a single site is problematic in terms of its representativeness, it
was decided to undertake research in one high school for three
reasons:

1 There is little precedent for an investigation into the mean-
ings individual teachers attribute to CL. It was considered
prudent to choose a single site on the assumption that, given
the qualitative, in-depth nature of the enterprise, this would
supply enough data for an original area for research.

2 The chosen school was a potential source of rich data – not
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only was a new CL policy being introduced to the English
department in the year the research was undertaken, but the
teachers also participated in a CL professional development
course during the research. The English department was a
site of debate, adaptation and change with regard to CL – i.e.
the teachers were formulating a conscious relationship with
CL during the course of the research and establishing ways
that it might be best facilitated in their classrooms. This situ-
ation also provided an opportunity to investigate how the
meanings teachers were attributing to CL were being influ-
enced by their colleagues.

3 The fact that the school was a state institution with a reputa-
tion for being in a ‘rough’ area provided a context that was
also relevant to the study. The teachers were sensitive to the
wider social issues that concern much of CL theory (see, for
example, Lankshear, 1987, 1997b; New London Group,
1996), with their emphasis on the need to critique the post-
modern, socio-cultural representations of new capitalism
that normalise and pathologise youth unemployment,
despair, crime and poverty. In the preliminary conversations
with the English department it was established that the
teachers believed there to be a high incidence of these phe-
nomena in the social environment in which the school exists.
The implications these have for the vocational futures of the
students in the ‘new world order [of] work’ (Lankshear,
1997b, p. 310) were recognised by the English department as
influences on its attitude towards, and facilitation of, CL.

The research was initiated two months after the inception of the
school’s CL programme. By this time the teachers had acquired
considerable practical experience in CL facilitation, and had
accumulated much anecdotal evidence. The fact that the profes-
sional development course was not held until a month into the
research enabled the researcher to interview teachers with prac-
tical experience of CL facilitation and a growing theoretical
perspective.

Due to the necessity of gathering enough data from individual
teachers to analyse, it was decided to extract a sample of
participants from the English department. This sampling was
undertaken by the researcher through initial informal discus-
sions with teachers, and through the intermediary of the head of
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department – those who seemed most willing to talk of their
relationship with CL and those who considered themselves to
have enough to talk about were asked for interviews. This
resulted in a sample of four teachers (A, B, C and D), divided
equally by gender and who consisted of approximately 50 per
cent of the members of the department. Except for one teacher,
all the participants were less than 48 years old, the national
average age of teachers. All had at least begun their education
under the declining influence of the functionalist/traditionalist
model and the rising influence of the personal growth model in
the early 1970s. Therefore, any adaptations of CL they had made
were potentially influenced by older conceptions of English, i.e.
the teachers were representative of the average teacher who had
experienced three subject English paradigm shifts during their
life. This sample provided a large amount of data in the form of
interview transcripts and enough variation for the purposes of
comparison during data analysis.

Data collection

The use of SI as a theoretical perspective and DA as a research
method made it necessary to apply a qualitative research strat-
egy (Woods, 1992; Punch, 1998). This entailed conducting semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with the four participants. The
data was obtained through the following stages:

1 After establishing which teachers were prepared to discuss
their relationship with CL, through informal discussion and
the advice of the head of department, the researcher asked
the four teachers to sign a consent form that informed them
that they were under no obligation to give information, and
that its incorporation in the study was subject to their veto.

2 Initial interviews of one to one-and-a-half hours each were
conducted at times and locations convenient for the teachers.
This usually meant during a teacher’s ‘class free’ time in the
school media room, although on one occasion an interview
was conducted in a teacher’s home. These initial semi-
structured, in-depth interviews were the most comprehen-
sive. All were taped, and notes were made so that major
themes might be provisionally identified, elucidated and
subjected to later analysis. The informal, flexible nature of

Qualitative investigation of critical literacies 105



the interviews enabled the participant and researcher to
discuss a variety of issues in a comfortable atmosphere, and
provided opportunities to pursue issues that emerged in the
course of the discussions in an unrestricted way. The lan-
guage adopted by the researcher in these interviews was
consistent with that used by the individual teacher – jargon
and technical terms with which the teachers seemed uncom-
fortable (or admitted to being unfamiliar) were avoided by
the researcher in favour of the teachers’ own vocabulary as it
presented itself in the interview. This was done in the
context of SI’s ‘designatory capacity’ (Woods, 1992), which
assumes that the language used by the participants,
although often unorthodox by theoretical standards, has
value in itself and corresponds to the subject under discus-
sion, regardless of how abstract its provenance. This allowed
the participants the comfort of expressing themselves in
their own words throughout the interview, and provided
examples of the teachers’ ‘natural’ use of language for use
during analysis. Although the interviews were conducted in
ways that allowed the participants to be as comfortable and
‘in control’ as possible, and elaboration and initiative were
encouraged, they were closely guided by the research ques-
tions and the aim of the study – establishing the meanings
individual teachers attribute to CL in theory and practice.
Before the interviews were initiated their purpose was made
clear to the teachers, and all questions asked by the
researcher were framed in a way that made their relevance
to the research as clear as possible.

3 The teachers were observed participating in a CL profes-
sional development course. Due to difficulties the depart-
ment had with obtaining an appointment with the facilitator
that was amenable to the school’s timetable, the professional
development course was conducted later in the research
than was expected. However, by the time the course was
held at the school the teachers had gained enough
experience with facilitating CL to engage in discussion and
debate with the facilitator. This enabled observation of how
the teachers reconciled their experience with the
academic/theoretical conception of CL. The researcher
participated in the course by taking part in small group dis-
cussions and exercises with the teachers; however, this
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participation was minimal. The researcher’s primary activity
was noting the teachers’ responses to and interjections
during the facilitator’s lecture, the aim being to follow these
up during informal discussions with teachers after the com-
pletion of the course. Many of the teachers’ contributions
during the whole-group discussion were recorded verbatim
by the researcher. This record was shown to teachers after-
wards to verify that it coincided with their recollections of
the event.

4 After the course the participants were involved in informal
discussions regarding their opinions of its relevance and
effectiveness, with particular emphasis on their responses to
the theoretical side of CL. Their responses were recorded in
the form of notes, with a view to pursue some of the issues
raised in the follow-up interviews.

5 Participants who had provided data after the course that
seemed useful to the aim of the study were asked for follow-
up, taped interviews. These interviews – of much shorter
duration than the initial interviews – were conducted under
the same circumstances as the initial interviews. The follow-
up interviews operated in a more structured way, given that
they were primarily reflective of the issues raised in the
course. The more formal structure was guided to a large
extent by the teachers themselves, who were eager to discuss
specific aspects of CL theory as facilitated by the course.

Data analysis

Data collection and analysis were undertaken concurrently in the
study. This was due to the emergent nature of much of the data,
which required the follow-up of leads and the necessity of allow-
ing the participants to elaborate on issues raised during the
semi-structured interviews. The fact that there were to be reflec-
tive interviews after the professional development course
required the researcher to be familiar with all the data that had
been gathered in the initial interviews and during the course,
and the dominant themes of the study up to that point had to be
established. Another consideration was the masses of informa-
tion that had been acquired at all stages of the research, which,
due to time constraints, also made it necessary to combine the
two stages.

Qualitative investigation of critical literacies 107



Notes made during the initial semi-structured interviews were
used as tags for data considered to be particularly useful to later
stages of the interviews, and for themes that would be explored
during analysis of the transcripts. These notes also tagged data
considered to be important for the five criteria of DA (Punch,
1998) – looking for variation, a close reading of detail, looking for
rhetorical organisation, accountability and making reference to
theoretical texts. After each initial interview the audio tapes were
transcribed in full and subjected to the five requirements of DA.
All this was done from the perspective of SI theory, which made
allowances for the individual circumstances and difficulties of the
interviewed participant (appreciative capacity) and enabled the
researcher to consider the importance and implications for the
study of the participants’ own use of language (designatory
capacity). The data that resulted were used – without the mention
of names – in the interviews with subsequent participants as a
means of prompting the elaboration of a variant discourse when
it arose in discussion. The leads and conclusions that resulted
from each interview were also pursued by further reading, which
was incorporated in the analysis process.

After the initial interviews were completed, all the resulting
data were ‘run open’ (Punch, 1998) so that variables and domi-
nant themes might be established. These were recorded for
future reference as they emerged during analysis. This resulted
in the establishing of provisional discourses, such as that of the
anxiety teachers felt at the possibility of an intolerant reaction to
CL by their colleagues, and the notion that teachers are the
‘tools’ of progressive CL theorists.

The next stage was the observation of the professional devel-
opment course. The provisional discourses, in the form of notes,
were annotated as issues were raised that were relevant to them,
with the intention of pursuing these issues in follow-up inter-
views and further reading. A report – with verbatim transcrip-
tions of some of the conversations between the teachers and the
facilitator – was written during the course, and was subject to
some on-the-spot analysis. This consisted mainly of looking for
variation and inconsistencies within individual accounts, and
quick comparisons and contrasts between the data provided by
individual speakers. A few specific questions (relevant to the
guiding questions of the study) were written down as a way of
prompting further discussion with teachers. Notes were made of
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some informal reactions to the course that the participants pro-
vided after its completion. All data collected during this observa-
tion were then compared with both the provisional
discourses/themes that had been formulated, and with the ori-
ginal data gathered in the initial interviews. This resulted in a
penultimate collection of major themes on which the reflective
interviews acted as a supplement or a commentary. However,
any comment in the final interviews that substantially changed
aspects of these themes were readily incorporated during the
final stage of analysis.

This last stage consisted of not only honing the basic themes
that had resulted from all stages of research – essentially, estab-
lishing the sort of discourses the teachers were maintaining – but
also a close reading of all the data that had been gathered. This
was done so that the themes could be verified and other readings
of the data could be considered. This last, extremely detailed,
stage of analysis was supplemented by re-reading the literature
that had proven to be most relevant to the study and by the
reading of texts that addressed the main themes that had
emerged during research.

To repeat, all stages of the analysis were informed and guided
by the five criteria of DA as outlined by Potter and Wetherell
(Punch, 1998), with emphasis on the close reading of the data for
variations, contradictions and the use of rhetorical language. The
assumption at all stages of the analysis was that language tends
to operate as socially constructed discourse, subject to variation,
but which usually corresponds to social hierarchical structures –
i.e. it maintains and perpetuates them. However, the analysis
was not only conducted on the data provided by the particip-
ants, but also on that provided by CL texts themselves. These
texts too were closely read for contradiction, assumption and
rhetorical language and the conclusions reached after the analy-
sis were influenced by this close reading, especially the connec-
tion between the confusions of teachers and those of the CL texts
themselves. The analysis accepted the enormous socio-cultural
influence on the making of meaning, and the fact that language
often operates as discourses in the service of power At the same
time, it was tempered by a liberal-humanist, empathetic perspec-
tive as allowed by SI theory. Although the analysis was ‘critical’
in the CL/cultural studies sense of the word, it did not proceed
from the doctrinaire, transcendent and the politically narrow
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assumptions of much CL literature, which operates as a
discourse but has usually not yet been subject to close analysis
except by the equally doctrinaire, transcendent and politically
narrow Right (see Hirsch, 1996). It may be argued that the analy-
sis outlined here was conflicted in the same way it has been sug-
gested CL theory is, since it combined liberal-humanist and
poststructuralist research perspectives. However, unlike much
CL theory, the approach outlined here did not assume that strict
distinctions between humanisms and poststructuralisms are
easily made, or are likely to be made, in English teaching.
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Chapter 7

Meaning and method
Using metaphors in qualitative
research

Helen Wildy

Introduction

I opened the first chapter of my PhD thesis with Greenfield’s
statement: ‘Education is a deeply mysterious process and so is
the business of being a leader’ (Greenfield, 1984, p. 167). My
study dealt with the dilemmas experienced by principals in
dealing with the contradictions and pressures of school restruc-
turing. Restructuring here means the move towards school-
based management, school-based decision-making, and the
community management of schools. I argued that restructuring
seeks to improve education by recasting the roles, relationships,
and responsibilities of people in schools and central authorities. I
aimed to find out what it is about school restructuring that prin-
cipals find so difficult. The study, conducted in Western Aus-
tralia in the first decade of state education restructuring, used an
emergent research design involving three data sources: descrip-
tions by approximately 1,000 school administrators of cases of
principals’ work; in-depth interviews with ten principals; and a
six-year study of one principal.

Interpretive–constructivist analysis of narrative accounts using
actual events recounted in the principal’s voice revealed that
principals find restructuring difficult because their work is satu-
rated with dilemmas. Three dilemmas were conceptualised: the
accountability dilemma that principals are accountable for
decisions made by or with others; the autonomy dilemma that
principals maintain authority while working collaboratively; and
the efficiency dilemma that principals share decision-making
while using resources efficiently. Furthermore, principals
espouse two opposing clusters of values – caring for and



involving others, and strength in making decisions. In practice,
decisiveness is a key preoccupation, and participation is a
problem for principals. Faced with the untidiness of shared
decision-making, principals prefer accountability, autonomy and
efficiency over collaboration. This response to the dilemmas is
driven by an ethic of responsibility. The meshing of the ethic of
responsibility with an ethic of care, however, resolves problems
of collaborative decision-making and allows the principal
to share accountability, exercise authority and use resources
efficiently.

Of the eight chapters in the thesis, the one that I most enjoyed
writing was the Methods chapter. Perhaps because I was as
interested in how I was doing my study as in its substantive
issues, I gave this chapter prime place, immediately following
the introductory chapter. However, the approach I took in
writing this chapter was risky. I could have written it in a con-
ventional way. I could have begun by explaining that I adopted
a qualitative research approach. I might have proceeded with a
statement of my substantive conceptual framework. The next
step might have been to present and justify the method I used to
explore principals’ experiences of restructuring, and then I
would have shown how I constructed narrative accounts of prin-
cipals at work and described my analytical processes.

However, I chose not to present the Methods chapter in that
way. To do so would imply that I had conducted a neat, logical
and linear study, twinkling with precision and rigour (Pinar and
Reynolds, 1992). Instead, I recounted a story of my dissatisfac-
tion with the quantitative research approach, my flirtation with
grounded theory, and my decision to use the narrative account
to present my data. Such a research story seemed more appropri-
ate to the story I wanted to tell about school principals’ struggle
to deal with the dilemmas of restructuring. Moreover, I tried to
give an honest account of my methodological journey, which
would do more justice to the openness of principals whose
stories I presented in the substantive part of my thesis. This
chapter is a brief account of that journey.

Exploring restructuring

My awareness of school restructuring was aroused in the early
1980s in the Australian state of Victoria. I was teaching math-
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ematics and studying for a Graduate Diploma of Educational
Administration. Having recently arrived from Western Australia
and also work in education, I was keen to understand attempts
to bring about change through school restructuring. On my
return to Western Australia in the late 1980s, in my teaching and
studies for a Masters degree in education I was confronted with
the impact of the Better Schools policy (Western Australian Min-
istry of Education, 1987); the blueprint for school restructuring in
Western Australia.

Early in the 1990s I became interested in principals’ perspec-
tives on restructuring. I was contracted to write professional
development materials and, subsequently, to present courses to
principals over a four-year period in the state education author-
ity’s School Leadership Programme. Its aim was to assist princi-
pals in adopting the values and practices promoted in the Better
Schools policy. I expected principals would be eager to involve
their staff and community members in school decisions and to
share responsibility for school development. However, I was
surprised by principals’ talk of their sense of powerlessness and
the difficulties of increased work and loss of identity (Wildy,
1997; Wildy and Punch, 1997). I felt it was ironic that restructur-
ing was expected to make principals more powerful in their
schools and communities but actually left them feeling power-
less. This mismatch between what I believed about school
restructuring and principals’ reports of their experiences of
restructuring was the catalyst for my research.

I decided to explore this problem through interview data and
field notes collected during my work in the School Leadership
Programme. I believed the interviews and field notes allowed
me to enter principals’ worlds, to see the issues of restructuring
as they experienced them, and to understand how they made
sense of these experiences.

Conducting the study

My early postgraduate study of statistics and training in experi-
mental research methods had left a deep positivist imprint on
me. However, I was becoming less interested in reporting what I
presumed to be an objective reality than in the process of con-
structing meaning. In searching for a more appropriate way to
conduct my study, I was attracted to grounded theory.
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I read Glaser and Strauss (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser,
1978, 1992; Strauss, 1987; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). I completed
a course on grounded theory and participated in coding semi-
nars with colleagues. I understood that grounded theory had
been applied in a range of research areas for nearly 30 years
(Punch and Wildy, 1995). It seemed that the grounded theory
approach led toward developing theory without reliance on
particular lines of research, kinds of data or theoretical interests.
It was ‘a style of doing qualitative research’ (Strauss, 1987, p. 5)
whose major feature was a general method of comparative
analysis.

The basic tenets of the grounded theory approach appealed to
me. First, I liked the distinction between formal and substantive
theory (Strauss, 1987, p. 242) and the notion that building know-
ledge of social phenomena needed theory ‘at various levels of
generality’ (p. 6). I understood that knowledge grew from an
accumulation of low-level theory and that, as a researcher, I
could contribute one small building block. Second, the grounded
theory way of ‘discovering’ theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967)
seemed to fit with my own beliefs at the time about doing
research. In contrast with theory generated by logical deduction
from a priori assumptions, theory is generated by moving
between data and theory, an iterative process that goes on
throughout the life of the research. Third is the issue of where
the research begins. The grounded theory approach is to start
with an empirical problem. Grounded theory does not set out to
test hypothesised relationships between known concepts derived
from established frameworks. I understood that theory could
both reveal and conceal (Eisner, 1988). Reliance on fully
developed theory and constructs has both positive and negative
aspects. Theory directs and shapes the world we see, focussing
our attention on some things and screening out others. Eisner
(1993, p. viii) explains the problem in this way: ‘The visions that
we secure from the theoretical portholes through which we peer
also obscure those aspects of the territory they foreclose’. I
wanted to understand the sense principals made of their experi-
ences with school restructuring without feeling directed or com-
pelled by preconceived theory or constructs.

A fourth issue is the role of literature in grounded theory.
Apart from the initial review of literature to establish the extent
to which previous research throws light on the empirical
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problem, the grounded theory approach incorporates three
further uses of the literature (Strauss, 1987). One purpose is to
identify emerging concepts and relationships between them. A
second use of the literature is as a source of competing theory
against which the emerging theory is checked. Finally, the newly
generated theory is placed in context with existing relevant
theory in the literature. More importantly, though, is the broad
definition of the concept of literature. Strauss (1987) advocates
the use of a wide variety of sources of literature as data, from
exploratory research findings and technical literature within the
substantive field and across disciplines, to the researcher’s own
experiential data. It was the notion of moving backwards and
forwards between my data and the literature, broadly defined,
that I found attractive because it allowed for my emerging
understanding of school restructuring.

Fifth, the grounded theory approach acknowledges the
researcher’s role in the research process. Rather than acting like
an impersonal manipulator of techniques, the researcher can be
portrayed as intimately involved in the process, with values,
preconceptions, preferences and frailties. I was familiar with the
idea of the self as instrument. For example, in data collection the
self of the researcher asks questions and interacts with particip-
ants. In data analysis, induction is flavoured by the researcher’s
intuition and intensive first-hand presence (Erickson, 1986).

I followed the debate between the founders of grounded
theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, 1994; Glaser, 1992) and found
myself more sympathetic to the Glaserian version of grounded
theory. The debate centres on Glaser’s criticism of the Strauss
and Corbin interpretation. Glaser is critical of them for repre-
senting grounded theory as a set of readily accessible techniques
that reveal meaning in data (Glaser, 1992), and argues that
meaning in data is generated not by the strategy but by the
researcher. In Glaser’s view, what Strauss and Corbin advocate
is more appropriately named ‘full conceptual description’ forced
from data rather than theory grounded in, and emerging from,
data (Glaser, 1992, p. 124). This debate highlighted the role of the
researcher, rather than the process, in generating meaning or
theory from data.

Finally, the grounded theory approach appealed to me
because of its methodological origins. Strauss (1987) describes its
development from two streams of thought: the American
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pragmatism of John Dewey with its emphasis on action and the
problematic situation, and the Chicago sociology tradition from
the 1920s to the 1950s with its reliance on observations and inter-
views to grasp the actors’ viewpoints and to understand social
processes. From this basis comes the connection between
grounded theory and symbolic interactionism (Stern, 1994). Of
the versions of symbolic interactionism, the one that attempts to
make the worlds of lived experience directly accessible to the
reader, by capturing the voice, emotions and actions of those
studied, is known as the interpretive–constructivist version of
interactionism (Denzin, 1992). It was this link between grounded
theory, symbolic interactionism and the interpretive–
constructivist approach to research that attracted me. And so my
first conceptualisation of this study was in terms of grounded
theory.

Data collection

The initial formal data collection for my study began with in-
depth interviews with ten principals. Initially I used ‘conve-
nience’ sampling (Cohen and Manion, 1980, p. 76), choosing four
principals with whom I had developed special rapport.
However, I needed to cover potentially relevant categories such
as sex, age, status and location, so I continued my selection of
principals using ‘quota’ sampling (Cohen and Manion, 1980, p.
76). I felt it was important to search for exceptions and to include
negative evidence and extreme cases (Denzin, 1978). In the lan-
guage of grounded theory, this is the process of theoretical
sampling in which the researcher seeks ‘on analytic grounds what
data to collect next and where to find them’ (Strauss, 1987, p. 38,)
with the goal of maximising variance until no new information is
added and ‘saturation’ of a concept is reached.

Interviews lasted between one and two hours and were
unstructured. I knew some of the advantages of unstructured
interviews. For example, the unstructured interview gave me
opportunities to understand the complexity of principals’
behaviour without imposing a priori categorisation that might
direct and limit the inquiry (Fontana and Frey, 1994). In addi-
tion, the unstructured interview allowed principals to speak in
their own voices, control the flow of topics and extend their
responses (Mishler, 1986). However, there were also disadvant-
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ages. For example, because I did not direct the discussion, a
range of different issues emerged from each of the interviews. In
at least three of the interviews, considerable time was spent on
issues that were not relevant to the research topic. Then I began
the arduous business of coding the interviews. The transcripts
varied in length from 3,500 to 12,000 words. For several years
I examined the written texts of field notes and interview
transcripts, word by word, phrase by phrase and sentence
by sentence. I identified recurring themes, patterns, and
ideas. Throughout this period I wrote ‘theoretical memos’
(Strauss, 1987, p. 109) containing hunches, their modification and
refinement, and the linking of concepts into initial attempts at
theory.

I was overwhelmed by the volume of analytical material
generated by my coding activity. According to Glaser (1992), this
is not an uncommon experience for novice grounded theorists
who are often ‘stumped’ by the number of field notes and inter-
views and the difficulty of pulling together the analysis. By 1995
I had produced two dozen files of theoretical and methodo-
logical memos filled with potential theories. One product of this
period was a paper about principals’ powerlessness (Wildy and
Punch, 1997). However, I was unable to synthesise my material,
and I too felt powerless and turned my attention to other
research activities.

The next part of my story shows how I solved the problem of
divergence in my data analysis. In 1996 I embarked on a research
project aimed to develop performance standards for school prin-
cipals (Louden and Wildy, 1999a, 1999b; Wildy and Louden,
2000). The research was based on two premises: one was that
performance could be represented in brief narrative accounts or
cases; the other was the notion of rating performance represented
in cases using Item Response Theory, an application of a pro-
cedure used extensively in Australia to develop literacy stand-
ards (Louden, 1994).

I developed cases depicting a variety of aspects of principals’
work from interviews with 74 principals. The interviews, con-
ducted in principals’ offices and lasting on average one hour,
took place between May 1996 and February 1997. I had a set of
possible topics to guide my thinking during the interviews, and I
identified five tensions that I had previously noted in principals’
talk about their powerlessness:

Meaning and method 117



1 Being a member of a group and also being the boss
2 Being methodical and orderly and also being open to new

ideas
3 Responding to centrally imposed regulations and also acting

autonomously
4 Having a clear view and also accommodating the views of

others
5 Supporting staff while also maintaining standards.

I saw these tensions as dilemmas for principals. Together they
constituted a provisional conceptual framework for my thinking
about principals’ struggle with restructuring.

My custom was to audio tape the interview and write notes, a
practice that helped me identify key points later without having
to listen to the entire recording. Immediately after each interview
I wrote a case based on the interview, and each was returned to
the principal for feedback on the accuracy of the representation
of the account. In some instances I altered details, such as the
school’s location or the name of an activity, to ensure anonymity.
In a period of six weeks, I wrote 90 cases in this way.

It was my experience writing these cases that provided a solu-
tion to the problem of dealing with the divergence of my earlier
interview data analysis. In the art and craft of creating a narra-
tive account of a particular issue in a way that had a dramatic
tension and was easily read, I became what Eisner (1985, p. 221)
calls a connoisseur. The connoisseur has the ability to see what is
subtle, complex and important, and to place what is seen in an
‘intelligible context’. Both ‘artistic reconstruction’ and ‘distilla-
tion’ are used in writing accounts of what is seen, so that the
reader can experience the actions and interactions in a vivid and
life-like way. Hence the writer selects some pieces of data and
rejects others, retaining both what is enduring and what is
particular to create a coherent and persuasive whole.

In my growing connoisseurship lay a solution to my problem
of method, namely, how to deal with vast amounts of coded data
and theoretical and methodological memoing. Instead of frag-
menting the interview data as I had been doing in my grounded
theory approach to coding, I had learned a technique to synthe-
sise the interview. Now I had a strategy to reduce a 10,000 word
interview into a 1,000 word narrative account. Using the skills I
had developed writing a large number of cases from unstruc-
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tured interviews together with my intimate knowledge of each
interview developed from the coding activity, I had a way of
dealing with the initial ten interviews. This was a turning point
in my study.

At this point, I returned to the literature regarding school
restructuring and began to focus on principals’ dilemmas of
restructuring. I identified three separate dilemmas, and termed
them the accountability dilemma, the autonomy dilemma, and
the efficiency dilemma. However, these three dilemmas did not
come only from the restructuring literature. The dilemmas were
derived both from my experiential data – from the School
Leadership Programme – and from the technical literature. This
is an example of what in grounded theory terms is called ‘dis-
covering’ theory.

Now I had a strategy for representing my data – writing cases
or narrative accounts – and I had identified a conceptual frame-
work for my study. All that remained was to write the thesis.
However, to write up what one has discovered is not like
uncorking a bottle and pouring out the contents (van Maanen,
1988). There is an art and a craft in the construction of chapters
and new decisions are required.

I had to decide which data to include. It seemed that I had
data from not one but three sources. First, there was a set of in-
depth interviews with ten principals generated from my work in
the School Leadership Programme. Second, there was an exten-
sive body of data collected during a six-year case study of
Catherine, principal of Waverley High School (both pseudo-
nyms), a rural school engaged in a variety of restructuring activ-
ities through its involvement with the National Schools Project. I
was interested in how the principal dealt with the tensions of
restructuring in her school, particularly on the way she shared
decision-making authority but remained a powerful leader in the
school and community (Wildy and Wallace, 1997). Third, there
were the 90 cases generated from my involvement in developing
a standards framework for school principals.

Connecting the data

I had to decide how to connect the data. I linked the three data
sources with a metaphor of viewing a statue from different
angles and through different lenses. The idea of the statue came
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from Glaser and Strauss (1965) in their monograph Awareness of
Dying. In my metaphor, the statue represented principals at
work in a restructuring school system. The statue had three
faces, representing the three dilemmas of restructuring. Viewing
the statue from different angles revealed its different faces, and
viewing the statue and its faces through different lenses revealed
different meanings or interpretations of the way principals
experience the dilemmas of restructuring. The three data sets
were the lenses through which the statue is viewed. The
experience of Catherine at Waverley High School became a lens
through which to explore the dilemmas, the interviews with
principals and field notes from the School Leadership Pro-
gramme formed another lens, and the ratings and descriptions of
cases of principals’ work in restructured schools constituted a
third lens. To distinguish the lenses I used optometric language:
a close-up lens, a middle-range lens and a long-distance lens,
respectively. Through these three sets of data I explored the
main research question: What is it about restructuring that prin-
cipals find so difficult? In particular, I sought to answer these
questions:

• How are the accountability dilemma, the autonomy
dilemma and the efficiency dilemma manifest in principals’
work?

• How do principals deal with these dilemmas?

The notion of viewing a statue from different angles and through
different lenses links to the idea of triangulation (Cohen and
Manion, 1980). Talk about triangulation arises in discussions
about an inquiry’s internal validity or ‘truth value’ (Guba
and Lincoln, 1989, p. 234). The researcher uses multiple
methods to overcome the problem of ‘method-boundedness’ and
the subsequent distorted picture of the phenomenon under
investigation. This image is the triangle, a two dimensional rigid
object providing three sides from which to approach the truth
(Denzin, 1978). Indeed, there is assumed to be a fixed point ‘out
there’ – the truth, waiting to be triangulated (Guba and Lincoln,
1989).

However, opinions about triangulation and internal validity
vary. For example, in the interpretive–constructivist view reality
is a mental construction; there is no reality ‘out there’ whose
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truth is to be captured. Instead, reality is constructed by people
as they attempt to make sense of their experiences. In this usage,
triangulation is the process of using multiple perceptions to
clarify meaning, showing the different truths about the phenom-
enon. Richardson (1994, p. 522) extends this notion by proposing
the concept of crystallisation. The image is the crystal, ‘combin-
ing symmetry and substance with an infinite variety of shapes,
substances, transmutations, multi dimensionalities, and angles of
approach’. Crystallisation, without losing structure, challenges
the traditional interpretation of validity and gives a deepened,
more complex, thoroughly partial understanding of the phenom-
enon. The notion of crystallisation is based on a quite different
assumption about truth from the assumption underlying the
traditional idea of triangulation. I chose to use a metaphor of
viewing a statue from different angles using different lenses,
together with the notion of crystallisation, because I knew that
the restructuring was experienced variously by individual prin-
cipals. What the statue looks like depends on the angle of
viewing and the lens through which it is viewed.

The three data sources provided three lenses to view the
dilemmas of restructuring. The data were generated using quite
different perspectives. For example, the standards data were
anonymous. Approximately 1,000 principals received cases
about unidentified people, either in the mail or in workshop set-
tings. They were asked to rate and describe the performance
represented in the cases, and their responses were anonymous.
The School Leadership Programme data were obtained from
interviews obtained in the privacy of principals’ offices. When I
wrote the cases based on the interviews, I wanted to show
respect for principals’ courage in revealing their vulnerability in
their reflections to me. The Waverley data came from the study
of one principal while I was a guest of the school for six years,
visiting the private spaces of the principal’s world (Stake, 1994).
Catherine is portrayed as a principal whose performance is
seamless and whose expertise is invisible. The tone here is cele-
bratory. The three methods provided different perspectives of
principals’ work in restructured schools. This is how I used the
metaphor of viewing through different lenses to crystallise,
rather than triangulate, what it was about restructuring that
principals found so difficult.

The three data chapters were constructed around cases
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depicting principals’ work in a restructured school system. Each
case was a constructed narrative account, using actual events
and the voice of the principal. The accounts were not intended to
be iconic images or mirrors of reality (Schwandt, 1994), but
rather expressive reconstitutions of the experiences from which
they originated (Eisner, 1991).

Data analysis

I had to decide what kind of analysis was appropriate. I chose
interpretive analysis because my aim was always to understand
the complexities of school restructuring from the actors’ point of
view, the emic perspective (Erickson, 1986). To interpret is to con-
struct a reading of actors’ meanings. Schwandt (1994, p. 118)
describes the process as preparing ‘a construction of the con-
structions of the actors one studies’ However, interpretation is
an art that cannot be formalised (Denzin, 1994, p. 504), a ‘pro-
ductive process that sets forth the multiple meanings of an event,
object, experience or text’. Interpretation illuminates experience,
refining the meanings that can be sifted from the account of the
experience. Meaning, interpretation and representation are thus
intertwined. My aim in the interpretive analysis of each case was
to uncover the theories-in-stories that principals used to make
sense of their own world and to show how these theories
worked in principals’ lives. I adopted a process of ‘indwelling’
(Eisner, 1981, p. 6), imaginatively participating in the experiences
principals recounted. The strategy I used was to ask questions,
probing the cases to illuminate aspects of the dilemmas. In my
metaphor of viewing a statue, these questions represent adjust-
ments to the viewing position: tilting the head, or leaning from
side to side, or moving backwards or forwards, to get a clearer
view of an aspect of the statue.

Conclusion

This is my account of the baffling and sometimes mysterious
journey I undertook to find out what it is about school restruc-
turing that principals find so difficult. I used a meta-grounded
theory approach. I started from an empirical problem, and
moved backwards and forwards between my data and the liter-
ature to arrive at theoretical constructs, seeking to capture the
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complex, subtle and shifting meaning that principals created of
their experiences of school restructuring. However, I did not
develop a grounded theory, with its coalescence of data into a
single core category. Instead, I chose the narrative account for
data representation, allowing for divergence and richness in cap-
turing the particular and the context of principals’ experiences of
school restructuring and its dilemmas.

I applied the metaphor of a statue – school restructuring –
with three faces; the accountability dilemma, the autonomy
dilemma and the efficiency dilemma. These dilemmas are
viewed through three lenses: a long-range lens (the standards
framework cases and their ratings), a middle-range lens (in-
depth interviews with principals), and a close-up lens (a six-year
case study of one principal). Rather than attempting to triangu-
late truth, this approach allowed me to crystallise meaning.
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Chapter 8

A research narrative
Confronting the tensions of
methodological struggle

Tania Aspland

Introduction

My PhD study was initiated in 1993, when I had vested interests
in pedagogy and higher education curriculum theorising. At the
same time, through my university teaching, I was engaging in
pedagogical relations with a number of visiting students from
overseas countries. I was continually astounded by the humiliat-
ing experiences these students, particularly the women, were
enduring in postgraduate courses and higher degree super-
vision. In a brief pilot study (Aspland and O’Donoghue, 1994)
completed in 1992, I was able to determine some key proposi-
tions that identified the root of what was problematic in supervi-
sion for overseas students in one particular university. What was
of greater significance within the pilot study was the recognition
on my part, and that of my colleague, of the methodological dif-
ficulties we encountered and the failure of our study really to
capture what was significant in the postgraduate supervisory
experiences for each overseas student. We felt that although the
pilot study was worth reporting, we had a lot to learn about
methodology and how to move beyond the appearances of
supervisory life as described by each student. This demanded
that we examine more fully the historically specific and cultur-
ally positioned subjectivities that underlie the everyday realities
of overseas students immersed in supervisory relations. What
we were searching for was a more critical understanding of the
life-world (Habermas, 1987) of each student as he or she engaged
in supervisory relations in specific university contexts.

Here I report on the evolution of the methodological
approaches adopted for a more detailed study with a view to



articulating how I confronted the inadequacies of existing
research paradigms, particularly from the perspectives of a
minority group who continued to struggle within the contexts of
higher education. At the outset I want to emphasise that the evo-
lution was anything but rational or linear. Rather, it was a
process fraught with intuition, subjectivity and at times confu-
sion, as I stumbled through obstacles, managed research dilem-
mas and met the challenges of a long-term study that was to
become an integral part of the lives of each research participant
as well as my own. While some research of this nature can be
located quite firmly in one particular research discourse, this is
not the case here. In what follows I provide a critique of the
range of methodological discourses that impacted on the study
as it evolved over three years. Accompanying the critique is an
exposition of how I have been positioned as a researcher within
the development of the project, and how that positioning has
changed with the dynamics of the research.

The creation of a methodological pastiche

What is outlined below is my research narrative of the evolution
of a methodological pastiche. I use the word pastiche as I reflect
on the methodology since I believe this to be a work of methodo-
logical art whereby perceived incongruent forms come together
seemingly in opposition (Nicholson, 1990; Lather, 1991), yet ulti-
mately create a research framework that is cohesive. Such cohe-
sion is not indicative of a finite methodological unity; rather, it is
a confluence of different research methods that also allows a
place for the tensions of ambivalence and struggles that charac-
terise doctoral supervision.

It was (and still is) my belief that a project of this nature could
not be locked into one static framework for the duration of such
a long-term study. Furthermore, as the shape of the research
project transformed with the emerging dialogue amongst the
research participants, and the needs of the women in the study
changed, so too did the research methods in order better to meet
our requirements in light of the research questions. In hindsight,
I acknowledge that while I was consciously monitoring the
shaping of the research methodology in a systematic and sus-
tained way through the keeping of a research journal, it was at
the same time being reshaped from within as the needs of the
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group necessitated and demanded changing research practices. I
am arguing here that the very nature of the research questions
demanded this kind of flexibility and open-endedness.

In the beginning

As I entered the study, phenomenology seemed a most appro-
priate starting point. It was the ‘essence’ of supervisory experi-
ences that I hoped to gain by investigating the lived experiences
of the women in the study. The theoretical constructs of
phenomenology provided a platform for me to enter the study
and engage in ‘authentic’ research that I hoped would capture
the reality of the politics of supervision for this group of
overseas women enrolled in doctoral programmes in three
Australian universities. As such, phenomenological research of
this type is located within the broader approaches of descriptive
and qualitative research. While there is no agreed-upon defini-
tion of phenomenology (Patton, 1990), it is generally accepted as
the description of particular phenomena that a person experi-
ences.

Phenomenological inquiries focus on the lived reality of
participants participating in a research study, and avoid tradi-
tional ‘scientific’ approaches that focus on contrived, collective
and objective descriptions of the behaviour of the participants.
Thus the philosophical traditions of phenomenology provided
the platform for attempting to capture the lived experiences and
supervisory relationships for each of a group of overseas women
students. I was passionate about capturing these experiences in a
way that was ethically honest and representative of the women
who participated in the study. As such, I relied a great deal on
the day-to-day natural language of the participants in order to
report on their lived experiences of doctoral supervision. The
study was designed at the outset to ‘give voice’ to participants
set within academia, inviting significant issues to emerge as
indicators on which to form the basis of further discussion and
research. Data of this sort, I argued, would not be distorted or
contrived by predetermined hypotheses or interview constructs
that may well have been elicited from the literature. In this sense
the present study attempted to make a complete break from
traditional research, a field dominated by normative assump-
tions, conceptual frameworks and methodological tools that, in
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my estimation, represent faulty reductionist and Eurocentric
accounts of supervision.

Historically, phenomenology is a direct reaction to positivism
and its obsession with the use of science to explain human
behaviour. In this sense, it appealed to me in proposing the ori-
ginal theorising and the methodological framework of the study.
Further, as I was intent on capturing the ‘essence’ of supervisory
experiences for each woman, it was to phenomenology that I
turned. Central to phenomenology are the schema and frame-
works brought into being during the search for essences or
essential themes and insights through which the lived experi-
ences are scrutinised (Merleau-Ponty, 1962; Spiegelberg, 1975;
van Manen, 1988). It was this richness of the values and mean-
ings inherent in the supervisory experiences of overseas women
that my research sought to capture. The phenomenological
framework provided a platform to do so. As Schweitzer (1994)
argued, phenomenology brings to a study of this type:

. . . a concept of verstehen, the ‘science’ of understanding. The
concept of verstehen challenges the constructs of erklären, the
‘science’ of explanation, and highlights the subjective nature
and richness of the values and meanings underpinning
human behaviour as an integral part of the supervisory
experiences encountered by overseas students. As such, it
acknowledges inner experience, as reflecting the facts of con-
sciousness, as significant.

In pursuing the science of understanding, Husserl (1971) high-
lighted the importance of everyday phenomena in people’s lives
– a phenomenon meaning ‘that which presents itself’ to those
who experience it – that is, a lived experience, be it tangible or
not. The way in which supervisory meaning is constructed from
an individual’s stream of consciousness as each participant
engages in supervisory relations and tries to make some sense of
her daily struggles was central to the early stages of my study as
I attempted to unearth the meaning or subjective understandings
of supervision for each woman.

It was this focus on the relational nature of everyday experi-
ences that are said to evolve over time and are located in particu-
lar social and cultural spaces that contributed significantly to my
construction of the initial theoretical framework of the study.
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Phenomenology in this sense supported the inclusion in the
project of a number of mediating factors, such as space, time and
intersubjective understanding, that are central to the shaping of
lived experiences of supervision. Mediating factors such as these
are absent from the supervision literature. The theoretical frame-
work applied in my study begs the phenomenological question,
and a question central to understanding the lived experiences of
the participants within this study: ‘What is being?’ and further,
‘What is the nature of “being” supervised?’.

The phenomenological concept of time is an integrated notion
that unifies the past, the present and the future as a total entity.
Time is a significant construct when considering, for example,
each woman’s culturally unique and life-long orientation to
learning, a concept central to higher degree supervision that has
yet to be investigated. Any attempts to dislocate time into its
separate components may lead to meaningless and imposed con-
structs upon the reporting of experiences in ways that are detri-
mental to the purpose of capturing the sense of ‘being
supervised’.

The phenomenological concept of time is particularly signific-
ant when attempting to converse about particular events and
experiences that call on participants to reflect on their lived
experiences of supervision and learning as a totality, moving
back and forth across past, present and future events. The
concept of time continued to be a valuable construct within the
study as each woman moved through significant events in her
life, her education, her professional work and, in the present
context, her supervisory experiences, presenting her socially-
constituted self and ‘being’ through the process of supervision.
The phenomenological concept of time is consistent with more
contemporary approaches to research that focus on life history
(Saunders, 1982; Middleton, 1993) and life stories (Mann, 1992).
This approach values subjective perceptions and orientations to
events and lived experience by encouraging participants to make
connections with the past. In this study, the current meanings
and interpretations of higher degree supervision that each
woman experiences are shown to have grown and developed
over time. In tracing and capturing each woman’s history, the
study was able to acquire a fuller, deeper and richer understand-
ing of how current experiences were inextricably connected to
the past.
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By conceptualising this study within the framework of the life-
world of overseas women students positioned within super-
visory relations, and through investigating the ways in which
meaning is constructed and reconstructed as supervisory rela-
tions are constituted and reconstituted, the study challenged
traditional reductionist perspectives that portray ‘the art of
supervision’ in its technocratic sense, void of contextual issues
that constitute intersubjective relations. The impact of phenom-
enology on this study suggested that supervisory meaning
cannot be derived from researching supervisor constructions of
‘best practice’. Instead, meaning is derived from the social actors
whose life-world the researcher seeks to understand and docu-
ment. Meaning is made in situ and in process as each participant
encounters the everyday life and struggles of supervision.
Studies of this nature are no longer concerned with the descrip-
tion of a separate realm of being, but rather with the reflection
on the description of intersubjective communal experience
(Schweitzer, 1994, p. 9). The analytical focus of the study was on
the intersubjective experience of ‘being supervised’, and what
each woman interpreted as problematic within those experi-
ences, rather than on the ‘problem’ of supervision or the ‘skill’ of
supervision. It is the capturing of such intersubjective communal
experiences that are particularly important for the phenomenolo-
gists because they claim to describe the contradictions, tensions
and challenges of lived experiences of supervision from the per-
spective of the most significant participant, the self.

Too much data?

While my desire to understand how each woman’s lived
experience of supervision unfolded was an integral component
of the study, the phenomenological mode of explication gener-
ated large volumes of descriptive data. The aim of phenom-
enology is description rather than explanation (Ehrich, 1996, p.
198). In this sense the phenomenological approach contributed a
great deal to the initial structuring of the research methodologies
and practices of this study, and continued to do so throughout
the fieldwork during 1993. However, as the first twelve months
of fieldwork drew to a close, I became conscious that my
research had failed to address how each woman’s experiences
arose within the social relations of supervision. Furthermore, the
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phenomenological approach failed to place the asymmetrical
experiences of supervision in the broader socio-cultural, socio-
historical and socio-political contexts emerging at the time in the
Australian university sector.

Capturing each woman’s lived experience was a central focus
of the inquiry. Understanding how that experience unfolded for
each woman was an important anticipated outcome, but what
became apparent to me was the need to understand how those
experiences were socially, culturally and politically constructed
in specific contexts. I was keen to address the perceived short-
comings of the phenomenological framework by investigating
more fully the processes of intersubjective meaning-making that
are socially, culturally and politically situated within the super-
visory process.

Moving on: the influence of symbolic
interactionism

At this point in the research process I turned to symbolic interac-
tionism (Blumer, 1969), developed by the Chicago school in the
twentieth century. This theory, referred to in the text as SI,
seemed to offer the study an orientation that suggested I reshape
the research to capture better the social action and meaning-
making central to supervision from the perspective of each
woman and the contexts within which she is situated.

The three principles central to SI, as formulated by Blumer
(1962, p. 2) are applicable in this context. The first principle pro-
poses that participants do not simply respond to the stimuli of
‘being supervised’ as the phenomenologist might suggest;
rather, they act towards ‘things’ (like supervision) on the basis of
the meaning that the ‘things’ have for them. In Blumer’s terms,
‘things’ consist of a broad range of phenomena, from the con-
crete (supervisors, policies and universities) to the abstract (situ-
ations in which participants may find themselves, such as
supervision, and the principles that advise their reaction to inter-
actions). Thus participants in a study such as this one should be
considered volitional, not simply as participants who respond to
supervisory stimuli but as acting participants who cope with,
react to and continually constitute and reconstitute particular
actions within their settings. In this sense, the meaning-making
that is central to supervision forges particular actions for each
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participant. Of importance here was the realisation for me that,
in pursuing the nature of ‘being supervised’, I had failed to
acknowledge the complex processes of meaning-making that
were central to supervisory relations.

Blumer’s second principle is premised on the proposition that
suggests because the everyday relations of supervision call on
each participant to interact with others, meaning is granted to
the activity of significant others (such as the supervisor) as well
as her own. This implies that the meaning of supervision for
each participant grows out of the ways in which other persons
act towards her with regard to supervision. This jolted me to
realise that each participant was ‘learning’ to reconstitute her
supervisory world not simply from ‘being supervised’ but in
response to others with whom she was interacting (i.e. her
supervisor, other students, Deans of Faculty, student advisers).
These interactions, argue SI theorists, should be central to inves-
tigation and analysis. Furthermore, this second principle invites
the dynamics of reconstituting relations to be identified as
significant to the study, for SI theory deems meaning, not as
fixed, but rather as subject to constant readjustment by new
information and changing contexts. In other words, each partici-
pant acquires meaning from her own supervisory experiences,
but because she is in constant engagement with the world and
others such meaning is continually being modified and reconsti-
tuted in an ongoing manner. The phenomenological focus failed
to capture this dynamic.

Blumer (1969) explicates the third principle: ‘Meanings are
handled, and modified through an interpretive process used by
the person in dealing with the things he [sic] encounters’. This
implied for me the importance of each participant’s interpreta-
tion of supervisory encounters and how each woman handled
them. Each participant elicits from supervision that which is
meaningful. This is then reshaped, responded to, ignored or
acted upon in light of how each participant is situated within
supervision at any historical moment. Supervisory relations
emerge from ‘a taking of oneself [self objectification] and others
into account’ (Meltzer et al., 1975, p. 1).

At the theoretical core of this process of construction is each
woman’s ‘self’, which is seen to act as a lens or a filter through
which meaning-making is refracted and experienced. Based on
my concerns at the close of 1993 it seemed very appropriate to
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pursue this complementary research pathway, which is ‘cen-
trally concerned with [not only] the inner experience of the indi-
vidual [but also] . . . how the self arises within the social process’
(Mead, 1934, pp. 7–8) or, in the case of this study, within the
social practices of supervision. My refocussed thinking implied
that the reality for each woman was constructed on the basis of
the meaning that was made regarding certain constructs within
her supervisory world or through social interaction with signific-
ant others. Supervisory meaning, in this sense, was not assumed
as a given nor as a phenomenon that existed externally to each
woman, and therefore was not conceptualised as imposed on
that self, as I had assumed previously. This principle negates the
belief that the reality of supervision is ‘out there’ waiting for an
individual to claim it, as my work to date had implied. Rather,
the reality of supervision from an SI perspective became far
more problematic for me as the women’s accounts were continu-
ally evolving and being reframed, not in isolation but rather as
something that was less certain, more emergent and more reflex-
ive in nature. Supervisory meanings were assigned to objects
through interaction with others. This was a significant point of
transition within the study, when the meanings or experiences
being reported by each woman were considered to be socially
constituted.

In order fully to understand the socially constituted self
underpinning the way in which each woman responded to
certain supervisory phenomena, I needed to understand more
fully the differing forms of self as espoused by the symbolic
interactionist. Initially I focussed on the level of personal inter-
ests, beliefs and biography. The way people respond to particu-
lar situations, I could now argue, is significantly shaped by their
previous experiences and expectations, and the influences of
significant others in each person’s life. These influences, I soon
realised, were the primary forces in shaping how each woman
became positioned in supervision, as she coped with the
demands of the presenting experiences of university life in a
foreign country. During 1993, in my zeal to describe the every-
day supervisory experiences of each participant I had failed to
recognise the significance of such influences, connections with
others, and each woman’s history.

On presenting herself to each unique supervisory experience
or situation, each woman, I argued, engaged in an ongoing social
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and cultural process of meaning-making. In doing so, she
engaged in personal reflection and subconscious conversations
between the personal self, (the ‘I’) and the social self (the ‘Me’) as
theorised by Mead (1934). The two parts of the self, he argued,
are seen to be complementary, the more spontaneous ‘I’ stimu-
lating overt actions that are then evaluated, reshaped and recon-
structed by the regulatory ‘Me’. The balance between the two is
unique in each social subject in terms of variable dominance of
one over the other. Most commonly, however, argues Mead
(1934), the ‘Me’ is more cognisant of and responsive to the reac-
tions and viewpoints of others to the ‘I’. The ‘Me’ represents the
habitual and routinised aspects of social life, and is always
present, while the more elusive and spontaneous ‘I’ represents
the responsive and situational self.

As the researcher I could never really get to know the ‘I’ in
relation to each woman’s supervisory experiences, for it immedi-
ately becomes the reflective ‘Me’ with the completion of an
action or a reported action. As Mead asserts, it is only after we
have done things that we are going to do that we are aware of
what we are doing (Mead, 1934, p. 203). It was the ‘Me’ in the
students’ experiences that I had been privy to in the early phases
of the study. In the interests of my research questions, I argued
at this point, it was the ‘I’ that I should be pursuing and the
interplay of the two selves that was imperative to gain a more
thorough understanding of how each woman positioned herself
within supervisory interactions.

The SI literature suggests that the interplay of identity, self
and role should become particularly significant in pursuing the
research questions within the study. With this in mind, I was
able to draw the phenomenological essences of experience out of
a contextual void. This enabled me to place these experiences
within a research framework that valued the complexities inher-
ent in the construction of the ‘self’ within the multifaceted
dimensions of supervision that were emerging in culturally dif-
ferent contexts for each participant. The concept of the reconsti-
tuting self became significant in this study because of my
enthusiasm to explore why explicit reactions to supervision were
reconstructed by each woman in particular ways. It was this con-
ceptual relocating of the self and the repositioning of each
woman within supervisory relations (role-making and role-
taking) that I deemed worthy of further exploration as I
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struggled to portray the very complex and differing experiences
of doctoral thesis supervision for each woman.

The theoretical framework offered by SI suggests that the
responses of each participant within supervision are under-
pinned by a complex set of beliefs and expectations about, for
example, higher degree education, gender-based relationships
with others, and supervision and learning. It was these expecta-
tions and beliefs – the womens’ ‘I’ – that I hoped to access
through the womens’ ‘Me’ that was being presented within
supervisory engagements and reported to me. The symbolic
interactionist argues that these transformations and dilemmas
are responsive to a number of factors, including the interplay
between the ‘I’ and ‘Me’ domains within the self, together with
the reactions of the significant and generalised other within the
life-world of each woman. Implicit in the concept of the ‘gener-
alised other’ is the significance of the relationship between each
woman (the self) and the broader values of the society, or rele-
vant social and/or cultural subgroup. The argument here sug-
gests that the factors discussed above do not mould specific
relations in a deterministic manner. Rather, through emerging in
social, cultural and political supervisory relations, each partici-
pant monitors her positioning in light of existing constraints,
determining the parameters for the construction of her supervi-
sory experiences. My task, then, was to capture the meanings
that permeated the interactions constructed by each woman set
within particular social, cultural and political relations at any
one point in time.

The relevance of symbolic interactionism for the study located
the focus away from exploring thesis supervision as something
‘out there’ to which students respond, comply or reject. SI pro-
vided me with an approach that acknowledged supervision as
dynamic. Social relations were not only experienced, but were
also continuously shaped and reconstructed by each participant
through social discourse with others. Goffman (1983) argues that
interactions are not completely independent but coexist with a
structural order, each with its own form(s). The two, and pos-
sibly others, coexist not in deterministic ways, but in a non-
systematically co-influential dynamic. This later work by
Goffman offered me an entry point that was missing in my
earlier work. It opened up the enquiry to explore in greater
depth the situatedness of the supervisory interactions and, for
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the first time, suggested the significance and place of structural
factors within supervision.

I reasoned that it would be methodologically productive to
examine further the interplay of intersubjective interactions and
the structure–agency nexus within the social, cultural and polit-
ical relations of supervisory partnerships. Such a challenge
invited me to peel back the ‘hidden’ layers of meaning and
reality that lay both laterally across the ‘here and now’ of super-
visory interaction and longitudinally back in time (Woods, 1992,
p. 365). I intended to investigate further the intersubjective
processes of meaning-making that were carved out of supervi-
sory encounters with significant others. I was keen to investigate
the bifurcated images that the women held of themselves as the
‘I’ and ‘Me’ became juxtaposed throughout the reconstituting
positioning of themselves within supervision. The descriptions
that I generated in 1993 had to be reassessed as I confronted
where and how ‘normative supervisory practices’ were breaking
down. This theoretical re-conception offered me a way of revela-
tion through disruption (Collins and Makowsky, 1972), not
description. SI provided a theoretical framework that captured a
unique picture of the dynamics of supervisory encounters for
each woman, coupled with how such relations may be related to
the broader cultural and social features of a structural order.

The messages emerging from the data collection and analysis
during 1994 were enlightening in terms of my original and
revised research questions, but only in a partial sense. It became
clearly evident that particular power relations emerged within
the processes of indication and alignment. Furthermore, the data
suggested that each woman became alienated from her supervi-
sor and/or her research work in ways that were disempowering.
The interviews revealed that the women were feeling strong
emotions of anger and discontent about how they were posi-
tioned within supervisory relations, yet each woman assumed
that such positioning was typically ‘what PhD supervision in
Australia was like’. In this sense it was considered ‘normal’ and,
as such, unchallengeable. Each woman considered her struggles
to be idiosyncratic and of her own making, within the ‘norm-
ative’ construct of supervision. Towards the end of 1994 it was
this sense of ‘self blame’ that really prompted me to question
whether it was the nature of supervisory relations or my
methodology that was failing each of my participants.
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While the data had been insightful in eliciting the differing
ways in which each woman made meaning of her supervisory
encounters, and had illustrated the unique ways in which the
juxta-positioning of the ‘I’, the ‘Me’ and ‘significant others’
continually reshaped supervisory relations, I soon realised that I
had failed to move beyond the ‘individualism’ that permeated
my earlier work in 1993. This work suggested that only indi-
viduals exist within supervision. I had failed in my interactions,
despite Goffman’s references to a ‘loose coupling’ with broader
structural factors, to embed the research in the broader social,
cultural and political constructs of university supervision. I
continually asked myself, was this a failing of the SI orientation
to research, or was it the way in which I had positioned myself
as researcher? Or was it both?

More self doubts

These questions recurred as 1994 came to a close, when I really
began to believe that my own interests were dominating the
study. I had many a sleepless night believing that I was manipu-
lating the data in ways that were exploitive of my participants
and yet, at the same time, I knew this was not my intention. My
colleagues tried to reassure me that this was a ‘natural’ phase
within a PhD project. One in particular said that the rigour of the
SI framework was necessary in a PhD thesis for reliability, valid-
ity and consistency. He encouraged me to ‘get selfish’ and ‘push
on to finish’. Yet these words brought little relief to my heartfelt
concern that my work was little more than ‘an ethnographic
gaze’ (Jordan and Yeomans, 1995) that was not only failing me
but was also failing to address the research questions. Most
importantly, the study was failing to ‘make a difference’ in the
lives of the research participants.

I began to question my positioning as the researcher within
this project. A colleague had once told me that I was racist in my
thinking, and these words came back to haunt me. Furthermore,
some of the work of bell hooks (1990, 1992) loomed large in my
mind, regarding whether an ‘Anglo’ middle-class academic such
as myself could ever be positioned to understand the struggles
of overseas women students. The work of Edward Said (1985)
had also raised the question in my mind as to whether the
research that I had completed was simply another example of
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research that was shaped by the very colonial thinking and
imperialist imposition to which I was vehemently opposed. Was
my thinking as an academic and a researcher so deeply defined
by the colonialist thinking of my Eurocentric history that I was
unable to release myself from its tenacious hold? Was I engaging
in the collection of data that upheld imperialist thinking through
making statements about it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over
it: in short, engaging in ‘Orientalism as a Western style for domi-
nating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient’
(Said, 1985, p. 3). What I was experiencing in my personal
research struggle has since been described by Jordan and
Yeomans (1995) as feelings and practices that have ‘largely
ignored or left unanalysed the residual effects of colonialism and
imperialism on ethnographic practices in the contemporary
period’ (Jordan and Yeomans, 1995, p. 390). And so my self
doubts continued: Was my thinking so immersed in a colonial
ideology (Asad, 1973) as an Australian academic that I felt com-
pelled to maintain my hold over the data and my participants
through a ‘narrative realism’ (Jordan and Yeomans, 1995) that
separates the lived realities of the participants from their broader
political and cultural settings? Was I engaging in research
processes described by Jordan and Yeomans as being ‘enmeshed
in state forms of power, control and regulation of collective
(class, gender, race) and individual identities?’ Could it be that I
was failing to confront an epistemological standpoint that was
simply reproducing more of the same, anchoring my imperial
ways of thinking firmly into the research discourse?

It was at this juncture in the study that the nature of the
research work completed by critical ethnographers, (Simon and
Dippo, 1986; Smith, 1987, 1990; Anderson, 1989) was useful.
Their thrust to raise serious questions about the adequacy of
interpretative research models in addressing broader issues,
particularly those related to the social and cultural reproduction,
contributed significantly to the methodological pastiche that was
evolving.

Taking another turn: the inspiration of
Dorothy Smith

Smith’s (1987, 1990) work helped me to open up new ways of
looking at things (Greene, 1988). What was required was a
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methodological reorganisation. I had to relocate myself as the
researcher, not outside the research, but where I was actually sit-
uated, centrally within the research. Concurrently, Smith’s theo-
retical framework offered me a way to theorise the bifurcated
selves that were so central to each woman’s supervisory experi-
ences, as well as to my own. I felt confident that Smith’s work
invited me to move forward, not only in probing the lived real-
ities of a group of overseas women enrolled in doctoral pro-
grammes in three Australian universities, but also to do so in
ways that revealed the social, cultural and political constructs of
their reality.

Smith (1987, 1990) argues that a feminist mode of inquiry must
begin with women’s experience from women’s standpoint and
explore how it is shaped in the extended relations of larger social
and political relations (Smith, 1987, p. 10). So far I had failed to
meet this challenge. I learned this lesson the hard way.
Traditionally, such theoretical models of inquiry have been
shaped by existing ‘extralocal’ world views that are implicit in a
patriarchal, gender-biased and racist society. As such, Smith
argues, they have portrayed women as ‘other’, theorising social
relations as ‘extralocal, impersonal, universalised forms of
action, . . . the exclusive terrain of men, while women became
correspondingly confined to a reduced local sphere of action
organised by particularistic relationships’ (Smith, 1987, p. 5). I
had to place the concept of woman, as the primary organiser of
an emerging political discourse, at the centre of research.

Smith’s work also facilitated my repositioning as researcher,
as woman, and as PhD student within the research project. First,
my concerns resonated with Smith’s argument that research
methodologies such as ethnography are misrepresentative of
women’s issues in a number of ways because they are shaped by
‘relations of ruling’. These, she claims, are deeply immersed in
complex sets of objectified and organised practices and a gener-
alised social consciousness (i.e. patriarchy) that are constructed
from the standpoint of men who have constituted the ruling
apparatus of the most powerful institutions in Western society,
universities included.

Furthermore, higher education research (Luke and Gore, 1992;
Luke, 1994; Aspland and Brooker, 1998) illustrates quite clearly
that women as speakers have had no authority in universities.
Women lack any proper title to the construction of knowledge,
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although they are often complicit in the social practices of their
silence (Smith, 1987, pp. 31–34). As a result, women have learned
to be partners in trivialising their own subjectivity and
experience. We have learned to live inside a discourse that is not
ours. This discourse expresses and describes a landscape in
which we are alienated, a landscape that preserves alienation as
integral to its practice. The research practices in which I was
immersed in 1993 and 1994 had done this very thing. Smith
(1987, 1990) purports that the everyday world of women is
organised by social relations not fully apparent in it nor con-
tained in it, but is impacted by social relations external to it. In
my research so far, I had failed to recognise this interplay.

The point of reconstruction for the project as I moved into
1995 had to be at the ‘line of fault’ (Smith, 1987, 1990) where each
woman experienced a sense of incongruence between the
reported social forms of consciousness and the reality of her own
supervisory world. This disjuncture was staring me in the face
throughout the latter part of 1994, as each woman struggled with
ongoing supervisory tensions, but I failed to see its significance.
This may have been because it was also very much a part of my
own supervisory relations within my first supervisory partner-
ship. Like all of the women in the study, I perceived the disjunc-
ture that I, too, was experiencing as a personal inadequacy.

It is essential that this line of fault, now identified, be captured
by a living research process (Smith, 1993). To do so invited me,
together with my research participants, as a research commun-
ity, to open up new ways of looking at things. Because we were
so deeply immersed in our supervisory relations, we spoke of
our experiences as ‘insiders’. At the same time we were trivialis-
ing our supervisory experiences by failing to see the significance
of speaking about our local and practical experiences. What was
required of me as the researcher was to rework the research dia-
logue to examine more comprehensively the incongruences that
we were struggling with, and to relocate those experiences in
social relations that organise, regulate and determine the various
points of contestation inherent in higher degree supervision. To
capture this disjuncture was essential, but to go one step further
and ask how it is organised, how it is determined, and which
social relations generate it (Smith, 1987, p. 50), was the challenge
for the redefined project. This was the goal that I was now set to
pursue.
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In my efforts to rupture the relations of ruling, I had to present
to the women participants an opportunity to formulate a new
discourse that articulated ways of speaking about our subjectivi-
ties politically as well as personally. I realised that much of the
pain that I had experienced at the close of 1994 was because I
had failed to question the dominant values that underpinned my
research practice and theoretical assumptions. What was
required of me, together with the other women whose experi-
ences were central to the research, was to make overt many of
the assumptions that we had taken for granted and had built
into a research discourse ‘submerged within an institutionalised
and disciplinary identity of its own making’ (Said, 1989). It was
my responsibility not only to disrupt the existing supervisory
struggles that permeated our supervisory relations, but also to
disrupt the structure of the research discourse.

Informed by Smith’s work, I realised that what I had failed to
do was to problematise supervisory relations as central to the
research process. By neglecting this, I had been ineffective in the-
orising the positioning of each woman embedded in the complex
social, cultural and political relations of supervision. Further, I
was omitting to engage in a dialogue as to how social relations
are constructed within supervision, and under what conditions
social relations are mediated (Smith, 1987, p. 26). Smith’s work
advised me that a better entry point to a study of this nature may
be found in problematising everyday experience as it is situated
materially, socially, culturally and politically.

My quest, then, was to reshape the research dialogue by
focussing on how the manifestations of supervisory relations
were realised and how the social, cultural and political forms of
alienation that we were experiencing emerged as cultural forma-
tions within supervision. In problematising our research prac-
tices I wanted to explore how we, as a group of women, were
positioned in the material and symbolic relations of supervision,
how we participated in and contributed to these relations, and
how our understandings of these relations worked toward the
restructuring of supervision in ways that transformed our
ongoing struggles. It became important to explore the politics of
supervision, the power relations that we were engaging in
between ourselves and our supervisors and, as Middleton (1993)
advocates, to recognise that we were constituting such relations
as we examined them – never really standing outside them.
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In 1995, I set out to refine the research dialogue away from
semi-structured interviews towards a dialogue that was
immersed in the lived experiences and constitutive actions of our
supervisory lives. Dialogical conversation (Herrman, 1982)
became for me a more appropriate mode of communication. This
was a mode of interaction that was already in place in many
respects (for example, before and after the semi-structured inter-
views), yet until this point I had overlooked its contribution to
the research project. The refining of the research dialogue
emerged in more naturalistic ways from within the group, and
we became the generators of new knowledge as a community of
researchers examining our lived supervisory experiences in open
and non-restrictive ways.

The emergence of a research community

As a group we met regularly in informal settings, pursuing dia-
logical conversations (Herrman, 1982) about the complex, contra-
dictory and changing patterns of our supervisory relations,
capturing the multiple and contradictory positioning (Nicholson,
1990) that each of us took within supervision. We no longer
responded to research questions imposed on the study through
my own dominant ideological framework. Questions of this sort
had simply distorted the nature of research, furthering the inter-
ests of the ‘ruling apparatus’.

The pursuit of the problematic within our collective conversa-
tions began with a social actuality, an episode, found within the
everyday world of our supervisory relations, from which we
were able to generate a conceptual argument that was truly
representative of our supervisory experiences through the dis-
closure and explication of its properties. In proposing such a
‘conceptual apparatus’(Smith, 1987, 1990) we, as a research
community, became more aware that the everyday world of
supervision is complex and determined by social, cultural and
political relations that are external to and removed from the visi-
bility and control of the participants. By pursuing an investiga-
tion that centred on the problematics of locating the subject in
her everyday world of higher degree supervision, and by
focussing on how everyday experiences are shaped and how
they articulate with the larger social, cultural and political con-
structs that determine the everyday world and higher degree
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supervision for overseas women students, our research
community was better placed to elicit the complexities of lived
experiences as the research problem (Smith, 1987).

The research focussed on each of us personally, yet all of us
collectively, each woman positioned in differing and evolving
relations that determined her experiences as problematic. Our
discussions focussed on our simultaneous positioning within
supervisory relations as well as the personal experiences, some
unique, some shared. As a research community we generated
knowledge about our supervisory lives as women and as speak-
ing participants (Middleton, 1993, p. 65). The centrality of lived
experiences as a research problematic fostered a more honest
and true interplay between each of us as located participants in
the generation of a systematic body of knowledge articulating
the social relations of the everyday world of higher degree
supervision.

From this position, in 1995 we collectively focussed on a
commitment to an investigation ‘of actual practices and rela-
tions’ (Smith, 1987, p. 160) and dedicated ourselves to an explica-
tion of supervisory relations, how supervision actually is and
how ‘it’ actually works. Of particular significance was the key
question: ‘How does it happen to me/us as it does?’ (Smith,
1987, p. 154).

Repositioning as researcher

In the closing year of the study I felt passionate about becoming
more thoroughly immersed in a critical ongoing dialogue with
the women in the study. I was intent on making links with
emancipatory action through research that was situated in an
historically and culturally constructed, institutional context. It
was imperative for me to explore more fully the multidimen-
sional world of higher degree supervision – a world that I now
realised was not only of biography but also of culture, politics
and history (Mac an Ghaill, 1988). This was the void in research
that was so blatantly obvious at the close of 1994. From this per-
spective, the process of intersubjective meaning-making can be
appraised as a social, pedagogical and cultural construction that
is fraught with political, historically constructed complexities
that should be considered far more significantly than I had done
to date. To have ignored such complexities placed me in the very
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position of which I am critical in discussions of the literature – in
short, the way I had positioned myself outside the project as
researcher had failed to problematise the relationship between
myself and the research participant. Thus, the reshaped research
practices reflected a more critical orientation that was democratic
and empowering in its purposes and intent on capturing the
lived experiences of women interacting within the asymmetrical
power relations (Quartz, 1992) of supervision.

For the purposes of this study, knowledge was no longer con-
sidered simply an outcome of research enterprise but located in
the actions of the women who were, through their lived experi-
ences, recreating history. We wanted to create a knowledge ‘for
us’ (Smith, 1987) that more clearly articulated the mediated rela-
tions of supervision as we were living them. The key research
questions became significant as we explored how we, as margin-
alised students, were positioned in the material, cultural and
symbolic relations of supervision, how we participated in and
contributed to these relations, and how our understandings of
these relations worked toward the restructuring of supervision
in ways that transformed our ongoing struggles.

The emerging shape of the study acknowledged the concepts
and lived experiences of power, as well as gender, race and
culture, as central to the research constructs of the enquiry due
to the very nature of the critical discourse being pursued. My
aim was to become more analytically attentive to the historically
differing value systems, differing cultural orientations to learn-
ing, gender/race/class constructions that underlie the tensions
within supervisory communication, and related factors that per-
meate the asymmetrical power relations implicit in higher
degree supervision. During the closing year of the project, 1995, I
hoped that our research community would question more thor-
oughly and examine these relations and cultural constructions
with a view to exposing the positioning of the self and the con-
structs that determined lived experiences of supervision that
were located in the particular historically constructed social, cul-
tural and political relations inherent in university culture.

Niggling concerns

Despite my renewed vigour and a sense of theoretical comfort, I
was continually conscious of a niggling concern that rendered
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me feeling like the ‘patronising Australian’. The anxiety has been
identified by Jordan and Yeomans (1995) in a way that suggests
that research orientations such as critical ethnography have their
origins in early forms of anthropological research shaped by
colonialism and imperialist modes of thinking. As I have stated
previously, the issue highlighted by Jordan and Yeomans (1995)
was a particularly serious concern for me as the project
unfolded. The post-colonial practices of many Australian univer-
sity staff supervising overseas students became an important
theme for investigation, and raised concerns about my own posi-
tioning as researcher in a study of this kind. I was anxious to
shed my Anglo-Celtic ‘links to the functioning of the Empire’
(Jordan and Yeomans, 1995, p. 392), and yet at the same time my
very presence in the study could well be interpreted as simply
another academic submerged within an institutionalised and
disciplinary identity of its own making (Said, 1989; Jordan and
Yeomans, 1995). It was my intention to pursue Said’s (1989) chal-
lenge to theorise more completely the problematic of the
observer within research, by examining my own epistemological
positioning as I attempted to make connections with the
participants’ lived actualities. I used my research journal to
capture the tensions in my thinking and the dilemmas that I
faced on a day-to-day basis.

Essentially, in 1995 I had to re-situate myself within the
research community so that I was able to disclose what was
really happening within our supervisory relationship as we lived
it. Up until this point, I had failed to see what Smith has empha-
sised in her work: ‘As thinking heads – as social scientists – we
are always inside what we are thinking about; we know it in the
first place as insiders’ (Smith, 1990, p. 51). By relocating myself
within the research community I hoped to be able to engage in
conversations with the other women, instead of being on the
outside looking in. It required that I give more of myself to the
interactions; that I, too, share my struggles and become an active
member of the group, not an intruder. I had been loathe to do so
in the earlier phases of the study due to the fear of imposing my
‘biases’ on the study. Some may argue that the concept of ‘bias’,
in a sense, is a modernist anxiety that has no place in a study of
this kind. I can see now, in hindsight, that I failed to let go of my
‘modernist’ historically constructed thinking about scientific
objectivism and continually felt ‘guilty’ about my intervention in
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the study. My journal reflects an ongoing concern or fear that
travelled with me throughout the study to this point. This
concern is captured in my recurring question: ‘Am I forcing the
data?’ It was only in the late stages of the study that I released
myself from this ‘guilt trip’ in acknowledging my positioning
within (as opposed to outside) the research discourse. As such I
no longer felt like the ‘missing researcher’; nor did I consider
myself an authorial voice (Harding, 1987). Rather, I felt very
much at home as ‘one of the group’. I came to see myself not as
an intruder, but as ‘an historically located social subject with
specific interests and desires’ (Roman, 1992, p. 586), politically
and personally engaging in a dialogue about our struggles.

In hindsight, I can report that I found a great deal of comfort
in this transition as I was able to release many of the inner ten-
sions of my own supervisory struggles that to this point had not
surfaced in a meaningful dialogue with others. While this cathar-
sis may appear to be nothing more than the hermeneutics of self-
indulgence to the ‘ruling elite’, or a simplistic confession
(Foucault, 1980) of my inner soul, it did in fact alter the nature of
the dialogue in which we engaged. By giving more of myself in
the conversations, the disjuncture that we had experienced in
earlier interviews in our positioning as researcher and the
researched had been ruptured. As a group of PhD students and
as women, we were now able to talk about our supervisory
experiences with one another in a natural and relaxed manner.
The tape recorder disappeared, and my note taking was replaced
by a genuine engagement in conversations that became the
methodology of the study. Knowledge was generated as we
raised each other’s consciousness about the differing issues that
we found in the tensions and struggles of our supervisory
experiences

Success at last?

For the first time in this study, by placing myself where I was
really situated (Smith, 1987) our supervisory experiences were
made clearly visible. By fracturing the hierarchical relationship
that I had covertly put in place for the past two years, we were
able to rupture my authority as author and appropriator of other
women’s supervisory experiences. By interrupting the ethno-
graphic authority I had assumed, which was predominantly 
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self-serving and distorting (Herr and Anderson, 1997, p. 47), I no
longer felt guilty of alienating the women from their own stories
(Middleton, 1993). I repositioned myself within our research
community so that my personal involvement was no longer con-
sidered an assumed stance of the ‘engaged’ researcher; rather,
it became a genuine condition under which we came to know
each other and admitted one another into our lives (Oakley,
1982, p. 58).

Through this renewed research orientation our ‘legitimised’
voices (Bakhtin, 1986) were strengthened and articulated as
central to the study. I was surprised at how easily these voices
came tumbling out (Herr and Anderson, 1997, p. 58) as a result
of this reconstruction within the research practices of the study.
This raises the question of why it took me so long to come to this
point of insight and liberation. I can only speculate that such
reflexivity and ideological thinking was covertly restrained by
the social relations of the institutional discourse within which I
was working. The research world as I knew it was largely organ-
ised by institutional relations not fully apparent to me (Smith,
1990), and I had failed to recognise the hold they had over me.
What was required of me was a new way of looking at things
(Greene, 1988), but I had failed to do this.

Conclusion

In the final months of the project I wanted, with my friends, to
generate different types of research practices that recovered
really useful knowledge through research (Jordan and Yeomans,
1995). It became our collective vision that our stories, our analy-
sis and our theorising be recognised as a ‘dialogical production
of a cooperatively evolved polyphonic text’ (Packwood and
Sikes, 1996, p. 343) that enabled us to investigate and scrutinise
the social, cultural and political relations within our supervisory
encounters. In doing so, we were able better to facilitate our
speaking to ourselves, but also, in speaking to others, overtly
recreate ourselves as we spoke.
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Chapter 9

Reflections on a social
semiotic approach to
discourse analysis in
educational research

Anne Chapman

Introduction

The term ‘discourse analysis’ is used diversely in educational
research as both a methodological framework and a method of
analysis. In either case, it embodies multiple approaches that
share a general concern for the construction of meanings in, pri-
marily, classroom discourses. More particularly, discourse analy-
sis ‘focusses attention on the way language is used, what it is
used for, and the social context in which it is used’ (Punch, 1998,
p. 226). This chapter illustrates an approach to discourse analysis
based on the theory of social semiotics. This particular approach
is best understood as a methodology in that it provides a theo-
retical framework for the analytical methods it embodies.

The methodology was used in my PhD study, which identified
a recent trend in perspectives on the study of language and
mathematics away from early constructivist-oriented approaches
towards a concern with the social interactive nature of meaning
and learning. Following this trend, a theoretical framework
based on social semiotics was developed to argue that math-
ematical meanings are constructed in part through specific lan-
guage practices and formations. Moreover, it was argued that
learning mathematics requires transformational shifts between
‘less mathematical’ language and ‘more mathematical’ language.
The empirical investigation provided a descriptive account of
the language practices characteristic of school mathematics. Mul-
tiple transformational shifts between less mathematical language
and more mathematical language were found to be a dominant
feature. Transformational strategies of the teacher, and student
responses, were identified, and a model was proposed where



mathematical meanings are constructed within the shift towards
increasingly mathematical language.

The research approach used in the study was developed at the
‘point of need’. A review of the literature identified a range of
perspectives on the study of language and mathematics, classi-
fied under the headings of constructivism, social construction of
meaning, mathematical discourse and the language arts move-
ment. It was found that the different theoretical perspectives
share a concern with four key factors in mathematics learning:
cognitive, linguistic, social and contextual. The need, then, was
to develop a theoretical framework that integrates these factors,
a methodological position in line with that framework, and
appropriate methods of data collection and analysis.

It was considered that a social semiotic perspective on lan-
guage and mathematics could be seen to pull together the
common threads of the various perspectives. Social semiotics is a
theory of meaning that focusses on social interaction; on how
people construct systems of meaning. It allows an understanding
of both language and other systems as semiotic resource systems
– that is, systems of possible ways of meaning (Chapman, 1997).
Importantly for research in the context of classroom education, it
considers too that language operates together with other semi-
otic systems, such as mathematics, to produce the meanings of a
learning area.

An analytical approach based on the principles of social semi-
otics was developed to take account of the subject specificity of
school mathematics discourse. This new approach serves two
purposes: first, it establishes a fundamental principle of social
semiotics, namely, that meanings are always produced in
context; second, it adds a new dimension to understandings of
social semiotic theory in order to account for the perceived shifts
between ‘non-mathematical’ and ‘mathematical’ language. This
was a major challenge, since no practical guidelines existed to
provide direction. It was also pioneering as it necessitated
drawing upon a number of diverse positions, thus shifting the
boundaries and creating a new analytical technique.

The following sections of the chapter draw on the data, analyt-
ical techniques and findings of the study of spoken language
practices in school mathematics to introduce and demonstrate
key aspects of the analytical technique. Specifically, the study
was an investigation of the spoken language of the teacher and
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learners in a Year 9 Australian government school mathematics
class over a ten-week school term (Chapman, 1997). The main
aim of the study was to identify and analyse the language prac-
tices of school mathematics discourse.

From the social semiotic perspective taken, school learning areas
are social practices in which teachers and learners use language,
together with other semiotic systems, to make meanings. Within
this perspective, discourse analysis is employed in this chapter to
examine the uses of language in terms of two semiotic formations,
activity structures and thematic structures, to show how meaning
is produced in context. The analysis develops the idea that
meaning can never be understood outside of social action.

The analytical terms and techniques follow Lemke’s account of
how language is used to ‘control social interaction and present
the meaning relations of the subject’ (Lemke, 1985, p. 2). Lemke’s
approach provides a useful way to describe how, within a lan-
guage register, activity structures and thematic systems combine
to produce a discourse. My concern in this chapter is with illus-
trating an analysis of the way language makes sense in part
through the context in which it is produced. ‘Doing’ mathemat-
ics in school involves acting, speaking and meaning in particular
ways. The chapter aims to illustrate through discourse analysis
the importance and complexities of situational context in
meaning production in school mathematics.

The chapter begins with an account of its analytical terms. It
then goes on to analyse the texts of two episodes of classroom
talk from a single mathematics lesson on the topic of ‘factoris-
ing’. Both episodes involve dialogue between the teacher and
individual students, and perhaps can best be described as
‘teacher-led discussion’. The analyses build an overview of the
language strategies used across episodes to negotiate and
develop the interactional and thematic patterns of the lesson.
They show how the mathematics content of the lesson is contex-
tualised by the interactional functions of language – that is, how
the teacher and learners use language to structure both the
routines and the thematic meanings of the lesson.

Language, theme and interaction

In examining the discourse of the science classroom, Lemke has
identified two important functions of language; ‘the
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coordination and control of what we do and when, and the
control and development of our use of the thematic systems of
science’ (Lemke, 1982, p. 264). The first function refers to the
interactional context of the situation, the second to the thematic
context of the situation. Everything that is said or done in a
particular situation can be assigned a meaning in, and con-
tributes to the development of, both of these contexts. They are
thus interdependent.

Following Halliday’s (1978) model of language as a semiotic
resource, Lemke introduces a distinction between two kinds of
semiotic formations, namely, activity structures and thematic
formations (Lemke, 1987, p. 219):

Every meaningful action in the classroom makes sense as
part of some recurring semiotic pattern. It belongs to one or
more semiotic formations. These can be described in two
ways: as activity structures, recurring functional sequences of
actions, and as thematic formations, which are recurring pat-
terns of semantic relations among the themes and concepts
of a particular way of speaking about a subject.

Activity structures, then, are regularly repeated and socially
recognisable sequences of actions. They are distinct patterns of
actions that have a beginning and an end. The activity structure
itself is recognisable and repeatable, although its action types
and sequences may vary on different occasions. Some common
activity structures of classroom lessons are the ‘homework
review’, ‘small-group discussion’ and ‘teacher demonstration’.
Different mathematics lessons on different topics comprise the
same kinds of activity structures. For example, they might all
begin with a session on ‘mental arithmetic’, followed by a
‘homework review’, and ‘whole-class discussion’. Activity struc-
tures comprise smaller parts: action types such as ‘teacher ques-
tion’, ‘student answer’, and ‘teacher evaluation’.

Different sequences of action types can constitute the same
activity structure. Consider a worked example of a standard
written algorithm by the teacher of a mathematics lesson. This
activity structure can be realised in a number of different ways:
through questioning individual students to elicit the ‘correct’
method, writing a formula on the blackboard, or presenting
numerous examples. All of these sequences result in the same
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activity structure, the ‘worked example’. Activity structures are
the routines of classroom interaction. Mathematics classrooms
generally exhibit the same sorts of activity structures from lesson
to lesson, and from topic to topic.

Thematic structures are the systems of relations among
themes. Discourse analysis of thematic structure considers how
the language of a text is used to develop themes, and also to
relate themes to each other. Texts about similar concepts are said
to share the same thematic system. Thematic systems can be
identified at a number of different levels: the broad themes of a
whole curriculum, topics from lesson to lesson, and topics
within a lesson. At the narrowest level, relationships among the
meanings of individual words are used in constructing meanings
and developing themes.

The following analysis of Text One is in two stages. The first is
an examination of the interaction strategies of a regular class-
room activity to see how language is used to build the patterns
of the activity structure; the second is an examination of how
language functions to develop the thematic content of the lesson
within the context of this activity structure.

156 Anne Chapman

Text one
1 Teacher: I want to start with something called factors. Could you write
2 down the heading and the date? Let’s make some progress. Is
3 anyone particularly cold in here? Do we need this heater on, or
4 are we OK? You’re cold, are you? I’ll turn it on for a little while.
5 OK. Put the heading up, please, and then just stop and think for
6 a couple of minutes. Think about what it means. Can anyone tell
7 me what factors are? Now don’t hide. Don’t avoid it, face it,
8 because in this lesson we are going to go quite a long way in terms
9 of skills. We are going to reach right back to about Stage Two

10 and right up to Stage Four, where we are now. So try and sort of
11 stay for the ride. We need to start by getting a clear idea on
12 what we think factors are. What do you think, Justin?
13 Justin: Numbers that go into one another.
14 Teacher: Numbers that go . . . Give me an example.
15 Justin: Like two goes into eight. Four goes into eight.
16 Teacher: So what are you saying?
17 Justin: Two and four are multiples of –
18 Teacher: Two and four are factors of eight. Exactly right. Exactly so. Now,
19 you’re all clear on that idea? Scott, is that your idea of what
20 factors was?
21 Scott: What?
22 Teacher: What he said.
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23 Scott: What did he say?
24 Teacher: Did he not say it loud enough? Try again, Justin.
25 Justin: If you’ve got the number eight, the factors of eight would be one,
26 two, four, so they go into eight, so that you know the –
27 Teacher: Is that your idea of what factors are?
28 Scott: Yeah.
29 Teacher: Tell me a number not a factor of eight.
30 Scott: Three.
31 Teacher: OK. And you’re all happy about the ones that are? Alright,
32 factors are a pretty simple idea. The actual word I want to work
33 on right now is something that builds on that. It’s the word
34 ‘factorise’. Does anyone know what factorise means?
35 Ian: Sort of like, umm, for eight to factorise you sort of take the
36 numbers out of it.
37 Teacher: Give me an example.
38 Ian: Umm.
39 Teacher: I like what you’ve said, but it’s not clear to me.
40 Ian: Umm, the factorise of eight is four times two, or something.
41 Teacher: Spot on. Exactly so. To factorise a number you turn it into factors.
42 So here’s eight. Now if I was to turn that into factors, I’ve got to
43 turn it into things that multiply to give eight. In other words, to
44 factorise that, I’ll do it right now, and I’ll use Ian’s example,
45 four times two. But that’s not the only way to factorise eight.
46 Would you like to write that down and then factorise eight a
47 different way? Yes, Linda, pardon?
48 Linda: Eight times one.
49 Teacher: Eight times one is eight factorised. Good. Write down all the
50 ways to factorise eight. Just try it. Think about it for a few
51 moments. Don’t tell me about it yet. OK. Can anyone talk it back
52 to me? Come on, give me something. You’re all talking amongst
53 yourselves. Tell me, Ashleigh.
54 Ashleigh: You want another one?
55 Teacher: Yes.
56 Ashleigh: Two times four times one.
57 Teacher: Two times four times one. Is he right?
58 Students Yes.
59 Teacher: Yes, you can’t say he’s wrong. He’s written eight as a set of factors.
60 Yes, that’s factorised. Yep.
61 Thomas: One times one times one times two times four.
62 Teacher: One times one times one times two times four. Can’t say he’s
63 wrong, again. Yeah, yeah, OK. Yes, there’s a lot isn’t there?
64 Keep going. Nobody said this to me. What about this? Is sixteen
65 eight factorised?
66 Students: No.
67 Teacher: Sorry?
68 Thomas: Sixteen isn’t a factor of eight.
69 Teacher: Why not?
70 Thomas: It’s a multiple.
71 Teacher: OK. Good. Alright, so sixteen’s got larger. How did we, put your
72 hand up, please. I want to actually see you rather than just have
73 you call. How did we describe a factor previously? Somebody
74 described it here and, umm, you’re right. Sixteen’s cut out. Why?
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75 Linda: It’s a number that will go into another number.
76 Teacher: OK. Is half a factor of eight?
77 Students: Yes.
78 Astra: ‘Cause it’s multiplied by sixteen.
79 Teacher: How did you describe a factor originally? I mean, I say no it’s
80 not, because I remember another word that’s part of the way we
81 described it.
82 Kim: It’s whole.
83 Teacher: No, the word wasn’t whole. The word was . . . What’s an
84 important word that comes up quite a lot. Yes, Stuart?
85 Stuart: I was going to say it was a multiple, a multiple of that.
86 Teacher: Sixteen’s a multiple. Half’s a factor.
87 Stuart: The factor is a multiple of eight.
88 Teacher: Could someone, I don’t want to spend much more time on this,
89 could someone just tell me, I’m saying half is not, why isn’t a
90 half?
91 Stuart: ‘Cause directly you have to multiply it by sixteen.
92 Teacher: OK. So you have to multiply it by sixteen, and sixteen . . . OK.
93 That’s one way of looking at it. How did we describe it? Jared,
94 tell me what a factor is.
95 Jared: A factor is something that can be timesed by another number to
96 get –
97 Teacher: So, a half could be timesed by something to get eight.
98 Jared: – Well.
99 Teacher: – I like what you’re saying, but there is a nicer way of saying it.

100 Somebody said it earlier.
101 David: If two numbers can be multiplied together to another number then
102 they are both factors of that number.
103 Teacher: So sixteen and a half are both factors, are they?
104 Student: Yeah, some of them.
105 Teacher: You’re saying yes now. The way you described it. Yet I want it to
106 be known as it happens, I don’t want sixteen to be a factor. We
107 don’t believe it is, anyway. What’s, how do you sort it out, yes?
108 Arthur: Well I think it is because a half times two times two times four
109 is a factor of eight.
110 Teacher: Anyone want to solve the problem for me? I don’t want that to be
111 an example. I want a way of getting out of it. There is a simple
112 way.
113 David: It has to be a whole number.
114 Teacher: You could say that. It has to be a whole number. I mean, I believe
115 it has to be a whole number. In fact, the way it was first described
116 made it have to be a whole number because whoever said it,
117 maybe I’m only dreaming somebody said it, but I’m sure
118 somebody said a factor is a number which does what?
119 Jared: Divides by –
120 Teacher: Divides, divides equally. That’s right. What does divide
121 equally mean? No halves. No bits left over. So I think that
122 definition is nice because it cuts out this idea and forces it back to
123 these ones.



Language and interactional control

The above text is taken from the opening part of the lesson. It is
typical of all teacher-led discussions in this class. The students
appear to be familiar with the routines of the activity and know
its regular patterns. There is a clear pattern in which the teacher
introduces the theme of the discussion, then conducts a series of
dialogues with individual students in order to develop the them-
atic content. Any dialogue among students is mediated by the
teacher. The boundaries of the episode are determined by its
theme: factors – actually a sub-theme of the main topic of the
overall lesson, factorising.

In this text, the teacher is clearly the authority in terms of
organising the structure and assessing the value and correctness
of an answer. He is in apparent control of the discussion,
prompting students to provide examples and asking them to
clarify and elaborate on their answers. In lines 71–72, for
example, the teacher’s role is reaffirmed by reminding students
to put their hands up. This is said almost as an aside in the
middle of a question about how to describe factors.

How is language used by the teacher to negotiate and develop
the activity structure? At the beginning of the lesson, the teacher
includes himself as a participant in the activity; ‘We are going to
. . . (line 9), ‘We need to start by getting a clear idea on what we
think factors are’ (lines 11–12), ‘How did we describe a factor
. . . ?’ (line 73). In contrast, there are many more cases in which he
treats the students as a group apart from himself, for example,
‘you’re all clear on that idea?’ (line 19), ‘you’re all happy about
the ones that are?’ (line 31), drawing on individuals to talk
through their own ideas. This power relation highlights the
teacher’s authority to control and regulate the discussion and to
assess students’ answers. The students concur with these power
roles, responding hesitantly in most cases when prompted by the
teacher to give examples and clarify their statements.

The teacher’s opening statement, that he is starting with
‘something called factors’, suggests that this is not the central
topic of the lesson. What is to follow (simplifying) is not men-
tioned in this episode at all. The following instruction to write
down the heading (factors) and the date is a signal for the lesson
to begin. This is the regular opening activity pattern for this
class; the teacher states the topic, instructs the class to prepare
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for work, the students rule up a page, the teacher chats (‘Do we
need the heater on, you’re cold are you?’).

The question ‘Can anyone tell me what factors are?’ (lines 6–7)
is not just a direct question eliciting a direct response. Rather, it
functions as an implication that this is something that the stu-
dents should already know. There is no disapproval, however, of
those who do not know or cannot remember what factors are. In
fact, in the next few lines the teacher establishes that the whole
group, including himself, is going to ‘face’ this task of under-
standing factors. Words like this suggest that it will not be easy,
that they will do it together, implying at the same time that it is
alright not to remember topics from Stage Two. ‘We need to start
by getting a clear idea on what we think factors are’ (lines 11–12)
serves two immediate purposes: first, it establishes the group,
‘we’; second, it spells out that the task at hand is to provide a
definition of factors.

The teacher asks Justin what he thinks factors are. Justin does
not volunteer an answer, but is chosen by the teacher and, by the
rules of this class, is required to respond. Asking Justin what he
thinks factors are, and not what factors are, gives him a number of
options. He is not required to provide a specific answer. Justin
does, in fact, have an answer: a phrase typical of mathematics
classrooms, ‘Numbers that go into one another’ (line 13). It is not
unusual to use this kind of language to talk about division. The
teacher does not ask Justin to rephrase or elaborate on the
answer, but to provide an example of what he means. Justin’s
example shows that he has a clear understanding of his own
description of factors. The teacher’s next question leads Justin
towards a more formal and standard definition. Justin produces
the required structure, but says the word ‘multiples’ instead of
‘factors’. He apparently associates factors with multiples, pre-
sumably from Stage Two. His understandings of multiples and
factors, and the relation between them, are not explored at this
stage. In fact, the teacher interrupts Justin’s response, ‘Two and
four are multiples of –’ (line 17), restating it as ‘Two and four are
factors of eight (line 18). The teacher has cut off Justin’s response,
ignoring the word ‘multiples’ altogether. He follows up the new
statement, ‘Two and four are factors of eight’, with a strong,
positive emphasis on this being the ‘right’ idea (line 18).

The interaction with Justin, set up by the teacher, is abruptly
halted. A new interaction is initiated with Scott. The immediate
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function here is to rebuke Scott for not paying attention. It also
allows the idea about factors provided by Justin to be reiterated
and explored further. Scott provides a contrasting theme, ‘what
is not a factor of eight’, which is used to close this part of the
episode.

The teacher then introduces a new theme, factorising, follow-
ing the same pattern. He asks a student what the word ‘factorise‘
means, asks for an example, then expands on that example. He
calls on several students to provide examples of different ways
to factorise eight. Eventually, he provides a ‘problem’, in the
form of a non-example. This begins an episode in which students
are required to find an explanation for why sixteen and one half
are not factors of eight. This part of the text involves greater
student response and a presentation of ideas. The discussion
becomes repetitive and the teacher leads the students towards
the required answer quite explicitly.

Language and thematic development

Having seen how language is used to create the situational
context of Text One, the following thematic analysis explores
how language is also used to create and develop mathematical
meanings. Consider first the kinds of words used. Among the
words used to build the activity structures are the many topic-
specific words and phrases that reflect the theme: factors,
numbers, go into, multiples, factorise, multiply, times by, factor
of, whole number, divides by, divides equally. The students tend
to ‘mathematise’ the language they bring with them to the class-
room, so that they develop a hybrid language comprising
phrases and statements such as ‘go into’, ‘factorise means take
numbers out of it’, ‘the factorise of eight’, ‘sixteen’s got larger’,
‘the factor is a multiple’, ‘timesed by’ and ‘multiplied together to
another number’. Typical phrases or clauses in the text that tie
terms together can be identified: . . . are factors of . . . , the factors
of . . . are . . . , . . . factorised is . . .

These students are using both ‘natural’ (or everyday) and
‘mathematical’ language to talk about mathematics in a way that
makes sense to them. There is a definite shift from what, at this
stage, can be described as non-mathematical to mathematical
language, as more ‘technical’ terms are taken up. The grammati-
cal structure also reflects this shift, as recognisably mathematical
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forms are modelled and repeated. Some examples of this style
are ‘numbers that go into one another’, ‘factors of’, ‘multiply to
give’, ‘factorise something (number)’, ‘eight times one is eight
factorised’ and ‘eight as a set of factors’.

The text also shows the relations of the meanings of words to
one another. It is these relations that are used to develop them-
atic systems and to construct the meanings of mathematics. The
first such relation is provided by Justin: factors link numbers of
certain kinds. For example, two and four are factors of eight. The
teacher uses Justin’s example with the number eight to set up a
contrast, or opposition (line 29). The implication here is that, if
we know what a factor is, then we also know what a factor is
not. The teacher uses Justin’s answer of three being a number not
a factor of eight to reiterate this contrast and effectively end this
part of the discussion (line 31).

A new thematic development takes place in lines 31–34. The
new topic-word is ‘factorise’. The teacher states that this builds
on the idea of factors. Another student, Ian, offers his own
understanding (lines 35–36). He uses the word factorise, but with
a hesitant, non-mathematical description.

In lines 41–47, the teacher elaborates on Ian’s example. He sug-
gests that he understands what Ian means, but that it needs to be
stated more clearly – that is, in more appropriate or precise lan-
guage, perhaps. Ian’s example is not particularly cogent, but
contains the essential elements of a ‘correct’ answer: ‘factorise’
and ‘eight is four times two’ (line 40). Once again, the teacher
restates the student’s answers in the appropriate style of lan-
guage. Ian’s ‘for eight to factorise, you sort of take the numbers
out of it’ (lines 35–36) is restated by the teacher as ‘To factorise a
number you turn it into factors’ (line 41), and Ian’s ‘the factorise
of eight is four times two’ (line 40) becomes ‘I’ve got to turn it
(eight) into things that multiply to give eight’ (lines 42–43).

An important part of this restatement is the part of speech. Ian
uses the word ‘factorise’ as a noun (‘the factorise of eight’) in line
40. This misuse of the part of speech is not explicitly mentioned,
but the teacher displays its use as a verb four times in this
example. This ‘restating’ is a recurring technique in this and
most other lessons for this class. It serves to model the appropri-
ate language style and use.

An important aspect of the thematic relations of the lesson, the
link between the words ‘factor’ and ‘factorise’, is also developed
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in this part of the text. Factorising a number is turning it into
factors. This links back to the earlier part of the lesson, which
deals with factors. Linda makes this link (line 48), drawing on a
previous example.

In line 49, the teacher introduces the passive transformation:
‘Eight times one is eight factorised’. This provides a model of yet
another way of using the word factorise. While none of the stu-
dents actually use this form in this extract, it fits closely with the
ways in which they talk about factors and numbers generally,
using terms such as ‘timesed by’ and ‘multiplied by’.‘What
about this?’ (line 64) refers to ‘8 � 16 � 1/2’, written on the black-
board by the teacher. Once again a contrast is produced, this
time between ‘eight factorised’ and ‘eight not factorised’. This
introduces a third phase of the thematic development of the
lesson, the topic of multiples. The word ‘multiple’ was used,
albeit wrongly, by Justin (line 17) earlier in the lesson, and this
was ignored by the teacher. No mention was made that it was, or
would become, relevant to the lesson. Another student, Thomas,
brings up the word ‘multiple’ in line 70, which this time, rather
than being dismissed and passed over, is regarded as ‘good’. In
order to develop this new theme, the description of factors is
called up again, together with the new contrasting relationship
between factors and multiples. The idea of multiples is not really
explored. The teacher has agreed that sixteen is a multiple of
eight, without explaining what this means. The message here is
that the numbers in question are either factors or multiples. Any
further relation is not considered. There is clearly a connection,
but what it is is not stated explicitly.

Thomas’s comments (lines 68 and 70) that sixteen is not a
factor of eight because it is a multiple initiates a lengthy discus-
sion, leading to a new definition of factors. The previous descrip-
tion, things that multiply to give a number, is no longer
sufficient, because by that definition sixteen is a factor. A type of
game ensues, as students are asked to put forward reasons why
sixteen and one half ‘cut out’, or are not factors of eight. The
teacher asks for a word to provide the explanation. Kim
suggests the word ‘whole’ (line 82). The teacher replies ‘No, the
word wasn’t whole’ (line 83), with no explanation of why this
word will not suffice. In fact, in the following transcript from an
episode following Text One, the word ‘whole’ is used in just this
way:
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Teacher: OK. Can you have some different numbers. What
about two and a half and two? Don’t two and a half
and two multiply to give five?

Student: Yes, but that half –
Teacher: That’s right, yes. We’re dealing with whole

numbers. That’s always been the assumption. OK.

In Text One, Stuart (line 87) makes the statement ‘The factor is a
multiple of eight’. This seemingly nonsensical statement actually
makes use of the contrast between factors and multiples, and
produces a possible thematic relation between the two. Based on
what he knows to be true from the discussion so far, there is no
reason why a factor cannot be a multiple. (Indeed, eight is both a
factor and a multiple of eight.) Stuart’s statement is not followed
up, however.

The teacher leaves this discussion and points out that one half
is not a factor of eight (line 89) and that he doesn’t want sixteen
to be a factor (line 106). The idea of multiples is not further dis-
cussed. His statement that ‘We don’t believe it (sixteen) is (a
factor), anyway’ (lines 106–107) is challenged by Arthur, who
provides an example typical of those used previously in this
lesson to describe factors. It also deals with the teacher’s
problem of not wanting sixteen to be a factor of eight, by split-
ting it into its own factors. This is not the answer that the teacher
wants, however. He is still searching for the key word. This
word is ‘equally’. The teacher states that there was an earlier
description of factors as numbers which divide equally. (In fact,
this term was not used earlier in this lesson.) A new definition of
factors is introduced, and this episode ends. The only explana-
tion of what divides equally means is ‘no halves, no bits left
over’ (line 121). This is quite a complex concept, given the
themes covered so far, and there is no evidence that the students
agree with the teacher that the definition is ‘nice’ (line 122).

Text One involves several dialogic relationships between
teacher and students. Each separate dialogue helps develop the
thematic meanings of the lesson in some way. For example,
Justin is chosen to represent the kinds of ideas that the students
have about factors. The teacher leads him by asking questions.
Scott is asked a question because he is not paying attention. This
is also used to develop the thematic content of the lesson, repeat-
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ing and elaborating on Justin’s answer, and also to provide a
contrast: that is, a number not a factor of eight.

A clear pattern that emerges is for the teacher to ask a ques-
tion, one student answers (either volunteers or is selected by
the teacher), then the teacher follows this up by requesting a spe-
cific example. A second pattern is to set up contrasts: for
example, factors/not factors and factors/multiples. Two inter-
ruptions to these patterns are glossed over or ignored. Stuart
tries out an idea (line 87) that does not seem to make sense and is
not dealt with. Arthur challenges the teacher’s assertion that ‘we
don’t believe sixteen is factor of eight’. The teacher overrides this
(lines 110–112) and again does not address the logic of the
answer.

The teacher refers back to the definition of factors several
times, although in the final part of this extract he provides a new
definition. Overall, the thematic connections among factors, fac-
torising and multiples are tied together by the definition of
factors and by the extended use of the one example (factors of
eight). The teacher ensures that the themes and topics of the dia-
logue – factors, factorising and multiples – are closely related,
largely by using the same example to explore all the themes. He
constantly refers to what was said earlier, and builds on other
dialogues and answers.

It appears that the participants of this episode are on the
whole successfully communicating with each other about the
meaning of factors and factorising. The teacher implies that he
knows what Justin means, and that the misuse of the word mul-
tiples is not important. Justin’s explanation to Scott clarifies and
expands on his previous answer, suggesting that he is communi-
cating well with the teacher. Scott provides only one example of
a number not a factor of eight, so it is difficult to assess his
meaning. Ian’s explanation of factorising is brief and hesitant.
The teacher again implies that he knows what the student is
trying to say, and elaborates at some length without further
response from Ian. Several other students provide examples of
how to factorise eight, but there is no real dialogue on the
implications of finding several sets of factors. The teacher
assumes that the students understand this idea, but there is no
lengthy student discussion to validate this.

The discussion of whether sixteen and one half are factors of
eight provides a stronger response from students and allows
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them to talk through their ideas. Students introduce the words
‘multiple’ and ‘whole’, and Stuart presents the case that a factor
is (could be) a multiple of eight. The question asked in lines
89–90 is why one half is not a factor of eight, which results in
several students responding. The answers given show that the
students share an understanding of the original definition of
factors (lines 61, 75–78, 95–96, 101–102, 108–109).

There are a number of ways in which the teacher and students
use language structures to construct meanings – that is, to make
sense with one another. The teacher’s main strategy is to suggest
that he knows what each student means and to get students to
elaborate or provide an example for the benefit of others. Often
this involves restating a student’s answer in more formal math-
ematical language. In this episode, it has been shown, this
involves grammatical structure as much as the kinds of words
used. The students cooperate by answering the teacher’s ques-
tions and incorporating the language modelled by the teacher
into their responses. Justin’s example of factors is ‘Like two goes
into eight, four goes into eight’ (line 15). The teacher’s response
begins ‘Two and four are factors of eight’ (line 18). Justin later
states ‘the factors of eight would be’ (line 25).

There is no indication here that the students are communicat-
ing with one another. The teacher acts as mediator in any
student interaction. All communication is between the teacher
and a student, or between the teacher and the class.

The kinds of meanings being shared are about mathematical
terms and processes. There is evidence of shared meanings about
‘factors of numbers being numbers that multiply together to give
that number’. This is displayed several times. The teacher’s
meaning about factors dividing equally is not developed and
may not be shared by students. The teacher sets up a situation in
which the students are searching for the word that is apparently
the key to the meaning. In fact, the idea of dividing equally is not
discussed further in this lesson and it is not at all clear what
meanings the students have made of this notion.

The students who speak in this episode appear to understand
what the mathematical terms mean. Even where language is
used inappropriately, the teacher models the ‘correct’ usage and
students pick up on this very quickly. The mathematical lan-
guage used is not particularly complex, and concerns grammati-
cal structure more than terminology. Phrases such as ‘timesed
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by’ and ‘go into’ are acceptable in this class and are even used by
the teacher (line 97) to make a point.

There are several instances where students may be in doubt
about the meanings of the language used. Ian’s answer in lines
35–36 certainly appears correct to someone who knows how to
factorise (the teacher), but it is not at all clear that Ian has the
same understanding as the teacher. He provides only one
example, and it is the teacher who points out there are other
ways to factorise eight. Stuart may be in doubt about the rela-
tionship between factors and multiples (line 87). He appears to
be talking through an idea, but this is not followed through.
Finally, Arthur’s opinion (lines 108–109) is backed up with an
example. The teacher states that he does not want this to be an
example, and it is interesting that Arthur does not argue his case.
It is possible that he makes a new meaning or sees a flaw in his
idea.
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Text two
1 Teacher: Righto, would anyone like to talk to the class about factorising
2 this one? Alright, Ryan, you were going to say, tell us what you
3 were going to say, again. Come out to the board in fact and do it.
4 Right, can you give Ryan a couple of minutes of your time,
5 please?
6 Ryan: I thought, seeing that we are trying to go back in exactly the
7 opposite direction, we should do exactly the opposite to what’s
8 there. X squared is equal to x times x so I did x divided by x and
9 then because there’s a plus five, I did minus five, all heading

10 back in the other direction and five x, oh, five, because that’s
11 five times x you do five divided by x and plus six is negative six.
12 Teacher: Anyone say anything about that? Positive, negative, good, bad,
13 interesting, awful, what? Umm, Jared. So what’s your answer,
14 Ryan?
15 Ryan: That is, that is factorised to that.
16 Teacher: OK. Sit down.
17 Ryan: It’s very complicated.
18 Teacher: Now, factorise. Here’s the acid test. Here’s the test that shows
19 if that’s the right answer. What can I do to check that it’s the
20 right answer?
21 Linda: Work it out.
22 Teacher: What do you mean, work it out?
23 Linda: Multiply it.
24 Teacher: Multiply it back again. Now let’s try it. X divided by x. What’s
25 x divided by x?
26 Astra: Zero, zero.
27 Linda: One, one.
28 Teacher: It happens to be one. Take five. What’s one take five?
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29 Students: Four.
30 Teacher: Negative four divided by x. What’s negative four divided by x?
31 Students: Negative four x.
32 Teacher: It happens to be, the best I can do is negative four over x, take
33 six. Does that look like where we started?
34 Students: No.
35 Teacher: Which is, in fact, that. No, right, I’ll tell you another reason
36 why it’s not right, because when we’re, over here I gave you four
37 x plus eight y and I said factorise it. You didn’t say, well, that’s
38 four times x, so I’m going to do four divide by x and that was that
39 plus that. You didn’t think that way, did you? You didn’t think
40 that way over here. There’s not really a good reason for thinking
41 that way over here. No, not really. The best I could use for that
42 is interesting as someone over here once said, but not right. Could
43 anyone come through with . . . alright, Ian. Right, let’s hear
44 what Ian’s got to say.
45 Ian: Umm, well, do the same as what you were doing over there. Y, or
46 with these you have to, you draw a little table over here, umm,
47 that add to the five, add to the five and times to give six, and
48 you get two and three, and there’s a x squared, so it’s got to be
49 something like two plus x times brackets three plus x.
50 Teacher: Fascinating. You certainly pulled in a little bit of stuff there
51 that we haven’t been talking about. Is he right? How can we
52 know he’s right?
53 Students: Work it out.
54 Teacher: You’re right. Have you done this unit before? Alright, let me, let
55 me give it the real test, and if you multiply it you get the right
56 answer. I’ll do it very quickly, ’cause I can be quick at this. Two
57 times three is six. That’s the outside two. That’s the first two,
58 outside two. Two times x is plus two x, inside two x times three,
59 plus three x, last two x times x plus x squared. Now have a look
60 at that. I see an x squared. An x squared. I see a six and a six plus
61 two x plus five x, so it’s certainly right. Now whatever he’s done
62 he’s produced the right answer. What he has done is used a few
63 tricks that may have not been completely clear to you. Can
64 anyone explain it without kind of, this is good, I like this over
65 here, but I don’t want to talk about it especially yet. Could
66 anyone explain what’s going on without that? Just quickly.
67 Stuart.
68 Stuart: Oh, I just thought that x squared is x times x, so in front of the
69 brackets it has to be x times x, first two –
70 Teacher: Can I write that down?
71 Stuart: Yes.
72 Teacher: What, do you know it’s going to be two brackets, do you?
73 Stuart: Yeah.
74 Teacher: How do you know?
75 Stuart: Because we’ve been learning it.
76 Teacher: Alright, it’s like the other one, so we’re expecting two brackets.
77 Stuart: You’re going to have, because it’s x squared, it’s x times x, the
78 first two –
79 Teacher: You’re happy with that?
80 Students: Yeah.
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81 Teacher: ’Course, yes.
82 Stuart: And then you’re going to have two numbers that join together to
83 make five.
84 Teacher: Why?
85 Stuart: Well, ’cause the second, the outside two, has to add up to five,
86 ’cause that’s what’s in the first set, so –
87 Teacher: Kelly, do you believe that or do you think he’s, do you think
88 he’s right? Are you saying that ’cause he’s usually right, or
89 what? OK. David?
90 David: You’ve got to have two numbers which add to make five and
91 multiply to make six. You’ve got to have those two numbers, you
92 can’t –
93 Teacher: Hold it, please. Stop, you’re running ahead of Stuart. I wanted to
94 talk about, are you all happy with Stuart’s idea that you need
95 two numbers to add together to make five?
96 Students: Yes.
97 Teacher: Why do you need two numbers to add to five? Could someone tell
98 me in simple terms? Yes?
99 Stuart: Because there’s a plus five x.

100 Teacher: Let me just do something different. When I multiplied this out I
101 got x squared. If I had used the formula completely, I would
102 have had x squared. What’s the outside two?
103 Students: Three x.
104 Teacher: Plus three x, the inside two, plus two x and the last two.
105 Stuart: Two plus six.
106 Teacher: Three x and two x become five x. OK. And now we can see where
107 the . . . OK. We need two numbers that add to five. Yes, Stuart?
108 Stuart: But the two numbers also have to multiply to six, because when
109 the, umm, last pair, when they’re together and they both have
110 to multiply to six, so two numbers that do that are two and three,
111 so then it’s x add, because there’s adds in the first one, you’ve got
112 to do add two and the add three. Can you get that answer to just
113 that end one?
114 Teacher: What one?
115 Stuart: Can you write that complete factorised thing up there, x times
116 two and x times –
117 Teacher: You mean the multiplied thing, x squared plus five x plus six?
118 Stuart: Yeah. Is it easier the way you worked it out? You have a look at
119 the two of them, they’re exactly the same. You know, which
120 means that the two things have to be exactly the same, you just
121 swap them around.

The analysis of Text One showed how the mathematics content
of the lesson is contextualised by the interactional functions of
language. What is said and what is meant depends largely on the
context, or the nature of the activity. Text Two is the transcript of
another episode from the same lesson. However, the following
analysis does not consider the interactional and thematic func-
tions of language in turn. Rather, it explores them together in



order to see more clearly how language is used to structure the
routines of the mathematics classroom and, at the same time, con-
struct the thematic meanings of the lesson.

‘Righto’ instructs the students to stop talking and pay atten-
tion to the teacher. It introduces a new episode in the lesson, in
which students are going to ‘talk through’ their factorising strat-
egies to the rest of the class. Ryan is chosen as the first to do this.
Whereas earlier he was stopped from presenting his ideas, he is
now invited to speak. Ryan adopts the style and tone of lan-
guage usually used by the teacher when explaining the workings
of a problem to the class. He refers to the class as a whole as
‘we’, stating the problem (seeing that we are trying to . . . ’; line 6)
and then the method of solution (‘we should do’ . . . ; line 7).

Again Ryan states his assumption that factorising is the oppos-
ite to multiplication (lines 6–8). This time, however, this assump-
tion is not queried by the teacher. Ryan makes the logical
connection that ‘we should do exactly the opposite to what’s
there’. The mathematical content of the expression written on the
blackboard is referred to for the first time here. ‘What’s there’
refers to the expression x 2 �5x�6. ‘Do’ refers to the arithmetic
operation to be applied to each element of the expression. Ryan
isolates the separate elements and applies what he considers the
appropriate operation to each. He does apply the inverse opera-
tion in each case successfully. While he deals with each element
separately, his final answer is given as one expression,
x�x�5�x�6. He has made some important mathematical
meanings about inverse operations and about positive and
negative numbers. He apparently has some definite ideas about
the relation between factorising and multiplying, and seems to
be working towards realising them in a mathematical process.
His progress is constrained by the pattern of the activity struc-
ture, which is for Ryan to wait now for the teacher’s appraisal of
his response.

The teacher does not immediately assess Ryan’s answer
himself, but asks the class what they think. Receiving no
response, he asks Ryan, ‘So what’s your answer?’ (line 13). Ryan
takes up this opportunity to further clarify and summarise his
explanation. He uses the ‘mathematical’ style of language often
modelled by the teacher to point out that ‘that (x2 �5x�6) is fac-
torised to that (x–x–5–x–6)’. The original expression and
Ryan’s answer are both written on the blackboard, and he points

170 Anne Chapman



to each in turn. The teacher instructs Ryan to sit down, effect-
ively stopping any chance of elaborating further. Ryan interjects
with ‘It’s very complicated’ (line 17), perhaps as an excuse if the
answer isn’t correct, or as a defence for an inadequate explana-
tion.

The teacher again invokes the factorise/multiply relationship,
ostensibly to check whether Ryan’s answer is correct, but also as
a pedagogic task. His questions force the students to use the
appropriate words. ‘Work it out’ is not an adequate answer.
Asked what this means, Linda responds ‘Multiply it’. The
teacher repeats this, but adding ‘back again’ (line 24). The
meaning that multiplication is the inverse of factorising is being
further developed here. To check whether the expression has
been factorised, you not only multiply, you multiply back again.
The constant referral to the factorise/multiply contrast is now
realised explicitly, using Ryan’s answer.

In multiplying out Ryan’s answer, the teacher deals with the
expression as a whole, which Ryan did not do. The teacher’s
multiplication clearly shows that Ryan had not factorised the ori-
ginal expression, because multiplying it out (the inverse) does
not give that expression. The teacher gives a further explanation
of why Ryan’s approach is not correct. He refers to an earlier
example, 4x � 8y, and the way that was dealt with. He points out
that the students did not deal with the 4x separately. The impli-
cation here is that no problems should be dealt with in this way.
Therefore, Ryan’s approach must be wrong. He describes Ryan’s
approach as ‘interesting’, but what this means is not clear. More
specifically, it is ‘not right’ (lines 42). Ryan does not defend his
answer. In all interactions of this nature, where a student pre-
sents a possible answer or approach, the teacher assesses it as
right or wrong. A wrong answer typically ends the interaction
with the student in question, and another is invited to put
forward his or her ideas.

Ian puts his hand up, volunteering to present his method of
factorising the expression, which he does in lines 45–49. Ian pre-
sents a clear, concise and ‘correct’ account of how to factorise the
expression. He demonstrates the process on the blackboard,
drawing up a mathematical table and talking through the steps.
He writes his answer, (2 � x)(3 � x), on the blackboard. He has
apparently learned his procedure previously and understands its
mechanics. The teacher describes the method as fascinating, but
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does not yet assess it as right or wrong. Again, the teacher asks
the students how they can find out if this answer is correct. This
time, when the class responds in chorus ‘Work it out’ (line 53),
the teacher does insist that they use the word multiply. ‘You’re
right, have you done this unit before?’ (line 54) he asks of the
class as a whole, not just Ian. It is clear now that many students
share the meaning that ‘working it out’ means to ‘multiply back’.
The teacher reiterates this in lines 54–56.

In lines 56–66, the teacher simplifies Ian’s answer and deter-
mines that it is correct. He says that he will do this very quickly,
which he does, talking through each step. As he talks, he uses
the terms ‘first two’, ‘outside two’, ‘inside two x’ and ‘last two x’.
This is the first time he has used these terms. It seems at this
stage that he is gradually going to introduce an algorithm, after
using its terms in conversation. In fact, a specific algorithm is not
mentioned until much later in the lesson. However, in line 101,
the teacher states, ‘If I had used the formula completely, I would
have had . . . ’ (my emphasis). This suggests that the teacher
assumes that the students already know the formula to which he
is referring. The fact that no-one questions the teacher about this
‘formula’ suggests that he may be right. So a lengthy exchange is
built around the assumption that many students already share
the teacher’s meanings about how to factorise.

Returning to lines 62–63, the thematic meanings of the episode
are clearly both enabled and constrained by the structures of the
routine. The teacher suggests that Ian has used a few ‘tricks’. He
points out that he likes ‘this’ (the table drawn by Ian on the
blackboard), but doesn’t want to talk about it yet. In fact, the
table is not mentioned again in this lesson. Stuart, who produced
an incorrect answer to this problem earlier in the episode, is now
invited to explain ‘what’s going on’ in Ian’s method. But Stuart
has further developed his own meanings about factorising and
multiplying and has approached the problem somewhat differ-
ently to Ian. Ian’s answer is now left behind as the teacher works
through Stuart’s own ideas, step by step, writing each stage on
the blackboard.

Stuart knows what the answer will look like; it will have two
sets of brackets, with a binomial expression in each. The teacher
asks how he knows this, and Stuart points out that it is ‘Because
we’ve been learning it’ (line 75). The teacher accepts this answer,
which effectively maintains focus on the current theme. It is now
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expected that all problems will have an answer with two sets of
brackets. This is typical of this and many other mathematics
lessons for this class; one type and form of problem forms the
basis of the whole lesson. Students realise this pattern and
predict what their answers should look like.

Stuart explains how he arrives at the elements in the brackets.
David interrupts the teacher to clarify this explanation, restating
Stuart’s remarks in more concise, ‘mathematical’ language –
‘numbers that join together to make five’ (lines 82–83) is restated
as ‘numbers which add to make five’ (line 90). David starts to
explain the method of factorising being developed, but is cut off
by the teacher, who wants to take it more slowly. ‘You’re
running ahead of Stuart’ (line 93) serves two immediate pur-
poses. First, it implies that David is correct, and second that the
discussion will eventually get to the point already reached by
David. He returns to Stuart’s example, referring to the process
mentioned as ‘Stuart’s idea’. At this point it seems that many
students do know this method of factorising, and probably the
implied algorithm, too. This is evident in the exchanges in lines
108–121. The students who speak seem to want to move more
quickly. The teacher is still focusing on the term 5x, while stu-
dents introduce the last term, 6. The students already know the
connection between these terms, as demonstrated by David
(lines 90–91) and Stuart, who actually interrupts the teacher to
point out that ‘the two numbers also have to multiply to six’ (line
108). His explanation is disjointed and much less clear than
David’s. The language is less ‘sophisticated’. For example, he
calls positive numbers ‘adds’. However, he has apparently made
the same meanings as David.

Finally, Stuart asks the teacher to write the ‘complete fac-
torised thing’ on the blackboard (line 115). The teacher corrects
him: ‘You mean the multiplied thing’ (line 117) and rewrites the
original expression. Stuart raises a new point: whether the two
different factorisations on the blackboard, his own answer,
(x�2)(x�3), and Ian’s, (2 �x)(3�x), mean the same thing. He
understands that they do and that there are different ways of
arriving at the answer. This provides a new sub-theme, which is
developed in later parts of the lesson.
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Analytical findings

This chapter has examined instances of discursive semiotic for-
mations in a mathematics lesson. The analysis has sought to
show, through limited examples, that the meanings of school
mathematics are always produced in context, and cannot be
understood outside of the social practices of the classroom.

The texts analysed share similarities in the patterns of their
activity structures as well as a unifying set of themes and sub-
themes. Text One was examined in two stages, considering first
the interactional and then the thematic development. The activ-
ity and thematic structures of Text Two were then considered
together in order to show more clearly the nature of their inte-
gration.

The interactional pattern evident in these episodes is to intro-
duce the theme and then conduct a series of dialogues with indi-
vidual students. The thematic content is developed within these
dialogues. Activity structures are centred around one problem or
example, written on the blackboard, which is used to develop
the theme. The teacher is the authority, the ‘holder of know-
ledge’, and determines whether an answer is correct. This power
relation is central to negotiating the activity structure. The
teacher controls and structures the discussion by questioning
students, often drawing on their knowledge by directing them to
elaborate or clarify their answers.

In Text One, this power relation is not immediately obvious.
For example, early in the discussion the teacher uses the term
‘we’, including himself as a participant in the learning task. Stu-
dents are asked what they think and are encouraged to present
their ideas. In the ensuing dialogues, however, the teacher
refines these ideas and directs them quite explicitly towards the
‘correct’ meanings. In Text Two, it is apparent that many stu-
dents are already familiar with the thematic content and that the
teacher is constraining the meanings put forward by several
students.

Language is used to generate meanings in a number of ways
in the lesson from which these texts are drawn. There is a clear
shift away from ‘everyday’ or non-mathematical language
towards what has been described here as mathematical lan-
guage. The dominant strategy for affecting this shift is teacher
re-wording of student language to include topic-specific words
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and phrases. The particular grammatical structure of math-
ematical language is also modelled. The relations of words to
one another, notably contrasting words, are emphasised, as are
the different meanings that some words have in different con-
texts. The shift towards mathematical language does not happen
here as a linear progression. Rather, these texts show a phase of
‘hybrid’ language use in which students try out different aspects
of the mathematics register, adopting the language style mod-
elled by the teacher and incorporating it into their own ways of
speaking. The teacher too moves back and forth judiciously
between non-mathematical and mathematical language in order
to build up the thematic patterns of the lesson.

This brief discourse analysis illustrates how language has been
used by the teacher and students to build the regular patterns of
mathematics classroom activity and, within a familiar classroom
activity structure, develop the thematic systems, or mathematical
content, of a lesson. The analysis shows that language use con-
tributes to both these structures simultaneously; language is
used to structure the routines of the mathematics classroom and,
at the same time, construct the thematic meanings of the lesson.

Conclusion

This chapter has illustrated, through the use of transcript data, a
new social semiotic approach to discourse analysis in educa-
tional research. Drawing on a study of school mathematics dis-
course, this innovative approach has been used to examine the
role of language in the thematic and interactional development
of mathematics lessons. It has identified language practices char-
acteristic of school mathematics and has highlighted some spe-
cific ways in which these practices enable meaning construction.
It has established too that language is used by teachers and
learners both to structure the routines and to construct the the-
matics of a lesson. The social construction of meanings through
language use is a key concern for both researchers and edu-
cators. Discourse analysis is a significant and germane develop-
ment in this regard.
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Chapter 10

The route less travelled
Reflections on research for the
PhD by publication

Anthony Potts

Introduction

This chapter is a critical commentary on the research that
resulted in the writing of my book College Academics (Potts, 1997)
and an abridged version of a thesis that, with the book, com-
prised my PhD (by publication) submission. In a review of
College Academics Tight (1999, p. 128) noted its lack of a personal
perspective. Following this, he asked me whether I ‘might be in a
position to write a paper on the research for the book, the pro-
duction of the book and how it was received’. In similar vein,
Theobald (1998, p. 29) asks her readers how they would respond
to an invitation to talk about their work rather than from their
work; to talk about the intellectual passions that kept them going
when they felt like giving up. Tight’s (1999) and Theobald’s
(1998) observations have influenced the following chapter.

College Academics

College Academics (Potts, 1997) is a study of the world of acade-
mic staff undertaken by an inside researcher. The focus is the
occupational socialisation of academic staff at one of Australia’s
oldest Colleges of Advanced Education. College Academics exam-
ines how staff from the Schools of Business, Science, Engin-
eering, and Arts learnt the skills, attitudes and values that
helped them adapt to their occupational world. The chief inter-
ests of study were the perspectives of the academic staff.

The timeframe is the period 1965 to 1982. This period wit-
nessed strong growth in the whole higher education system in
Australia, followed by drastic restructuring and curtailment of



growth. Thus the work is an historical investigation, with
implications for academic careers, careers in general and wider
issues of higher education policy.

College Academics utilises socialisation theory from the Chicago
School of Symbolic Interactionism. The methods used in the
study were those of life history. Intensive interviews with 53
full-time academic staff, supplemented with documentary analy-
sis and participant and non-participant observation, were used
in the study.

The book focusses on the following themes: obtaining a posi-
tion as an academic, perspectives on working as an academic,
perspectives on teaching and research, and perspectives on
commitment. Of particular interest is the relative influence of
academics’ own tertiary education, previous employment, the
effects of working in a College of Advanced Education, and the
importance of significant others in an academic’s world. Also of
importance is how these academics responded to working in a
tightly controlled government institution set up to achieve spe-
cific economic and educational aims.

Context issues

Origins

Discovering why I undertook the writing of College Academics is
an interesting issue. Berger (1963, p. 12) observes that a benevo-
lent interest in people could be a starting point, but he also cau-
tions that a malevolent and misanthropic outlook can provide
motivation. I am hoping that in my case there was more of the
former. Woods (1996, p. 1) notes that ‘personal realities’ are
important in research but may be hidden, and he suggests that
these can be more important for the choice and direction of the
research and for the researcher. He notes that one may do
research partly to discover oneself, and that it is chiefly through
the self that the researcher comes to understand the world.

A theme of College Academics is that when discussing socialisa-
tion it is often difficult to determine what is the cause of current
behaviour – current circumstances or something that occurred
elsewhere. Thus when examining the reasons for starting the
research that ultimately led to this book, it is hard to know how
far to go back in history. In a sense too my own biography is
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bound up with those in this book. Many of the issues that apply
to these academics apply to me, too, as readers of College Acade-
mics would readily observe.

Biographical influences

Attending a small rural high school, I was one of two pupils in
my year who went on to university. I won a Teachers’ College
Scholarship to the University of New England in Armidale. The
scholarship was initially for four years. However, in my fourth
year I was contacted by the Principal of Armidale Teachers’
College, Paul Lamb, to say that he was recommending that two
others and I be given an extension of scholarship to complete a
Master of Education. Unfortunately, changes at the end of the
year meant that Paul Lamb ceased to have any responsibility for
those he had recommended for extension of scholarship. The
new administrative unit that was given responsibility for us
knew nothing of Lamb’s recommendation. There followed an
anxious week until finally his original decision was confirmed.
This was my first real taste of the twin characteristics of teaching
in the New South Wales Department of Education – a typical
bureaucracy of the time. On the one hand there were caring and
wonderful human beings like Lamb, and on the other the face-
less bureaucracy that was the New South Wales Department of
Education. This critical incident would later help me to
empathise with the individuals in College Academics who spoke
of the disillusionment that working with Australian education
bureaucracies had caused them.

My time at the University of New England was happy and
stimulating. What struck me was that the academic staff there
enjoyed considerable personal and occupational freedom. I
decided that I would like an academic career. However, a won-
derful Scotsman, James Dolan, who lectured me in medieval
history, gave me some friendly advice in 1972. He cautioned me
that ‘the academic game was finished’ and that I should not con-
template such a career.

The great majority of my first degree was in history. Many of
the units I studied concentrated on the study of particular indi-
viduals. Thus, my interest was focussed on individuals in
history. At the end of my Masters degree I went into secondary
school teaching, and was fortunate to be offered a position in the
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town of Taree on the sought-after New South Wales north coast.
However, after a few weeks I was transferred a short distance to
Wingham. Most teachers would have killed for such first post-
ings. Despite the attractions, having been transferred so soon in
my career made me realise that there would be very few career
freedoms working in the New South Wales Department of Edu-
cation. Consequently, when offered a position at Bendigo State
College I accepted it. My school teaching experience later
enabled me to understand the life histories of those I interviewed
for College Academics.

The position at Bendigo, I reasoned, would maximise my per-
sonal and professional satisfaction. Indeed, on my arrival I soon
observed that many of the staff had seemingly unlimited freedom
in carrying out their role. Soon after arrival at Bendigo I under-
took a Diploma in Tertiary Education. Interestingly, there was
not much encouragement from the College to do this; my feeling
was that it did not excessively value teaching ability despite its
official position. This theme later emerged in College Academics.
An unexpected outcome of my completing the diploma was that I
became interested in qualitative methodology and symbolic inter-
actionism. For one course requirement I undertook a small-scale
study of two new Bendigo staff members, and this started my
interest in the study of academic careers.

American academics: then and now

The particular impetus that made me especially interested in
researching academics was my reading of Logan Wilson’s Amer-
ican Academics: Then and Now. Wilson (1979) noted that American
Academics was a belated follow-up of his first study into the
American academic profession. He observed that sociologists of
the era when he wrote his first book had written on an array of
occupational types. However, he was unable to locate any proto-
type for studying a higher level profession. Subsequently he
believed that prospective academics and members of the profes-
sion might be interested in the findings.

Wilson went on to quote three amusing pieces that were espe-
cially influential in making me want to study academics. The
first was from the Wall Street Journal of 11 August 1970, by an
Edwin Harwood, and was entitled ‘Confessions of a Conservative
Sociologist’ (Wilson, 1979, p. 13). Harwood claimed that:
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Students see that their professors can take time off any time
of the day to run errands, and that instead of the one-and-a-
half or two-day weekend, they can arrange a teaching sched-
ule that will give them three or even four days . . . classes
can be cancelled or rescheduled. Naturally many students
would like to have the same freedom for themselves.

Later Wilson (1979, p. 199) referred to a book published by an
anonymous Professor X entitled This Beats Working for a Living:
The Dark Secrets of a College Professor. Wilson noted a quotation
from another unnamed professor: ‘The life of a well-established,
middle-aged professor in the Arts Faculty of a modern univer-
sity can, if he likes to make it so, be one of the softest jobs to be
found on the earth’s surface’.

Wilson also recorded some remarks by J. Kenneth Galbraith.
In 1976 Galbraith was given $US10,000 in cash and a purple
and gold Cadillac by the campus Humour Magazine for being
Harvard’s funniest professor in 100 years. Wilson records
Galbraith’s humorous acceptance speech at the ceremony. It
included these remarks:

An aspect of grim harassment also suggests deep devotion
to one’s work; gaiety, in contrast, could be thought to imply
idleness. This is important because Harvard may be the only
considerable community in the world, the Pentagon possibly
excepted, where the effort to stimulate effort can exceed
effort itself. After three months’ vacation in the summer, a
professor takes a sabbatical leave in the autumn so that he
will be rested and ready for a winter’s leave of absence to
work up a course on the work ethic.

This reading of Wilson’s American Academics gave me further
impetus and enthusiasm to study college academics. I also
gained some more specific research questions to do with occupa-
tional choice as they applied to academics.

Why study my own institution?

For a number of reasons academic staff at Bendigo College of
Advanced Education were chosen for the research that finally
appeared as College Academics. They were close by, and this was
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a not unimportant consideration. Interest in the research topic
was also stimulated by what appeared to be differences in the
way various staff perceived their role and the differences in the
nature of their commitment. Most important was the comment
by my first Head of School that Bendigo College always experi-
enced difficulty in recruiting staff.

Bendigo College had been formed from the merger of a
teacher training institution and an institute of technology. The
merger, coupled with contractions in the whole of higher educa-
tion in Australia during the late 1970s and 1980s, had had an
unsettling effect on staff. For example, during the late 1970s and
early 1980s a number of staff expressed the desire to move to a
university where they believed conditions would be better. Some
of those who resigned had the highest academic qualifications,
and resigned with no position to go to.

Production issues

Personal and professional

A critical point in turning the research that I had done on
Bendigo academic staff into College Academics occurred when I
received notice of the 17th International Standing Conference for the
History of Education, to be held in Berlin, Germany, in September
1995. The theme was Education Studies, and there was a section
concerned with the profession of education. This was an area
that I had data on from my interviews with staff at Bendigo. I
wrote a proposal that was accepted. I then presented another
paper from my research to the 18th International Standing Confer-
ence for the History of Education in Cracow, Poland, in August
1996. Sometime later this was published in the British journal
Educational Studies, and was also selected for publication in
another edited work. It was while on my way to the conference
in Cracow that I met the publisher of my book.

Following this I gave papers that were ultimately to form parts
of College Academics in Amsterdam at a conference on Universities
and their Cities, and in California at a conference entitled Reclaim-
ing Voice. These conference presentations encouraged me to
proceed with turning my research data into a book. The support
that I received at these international meetings from supportive
peers was crucial in my decision. Writing College Academics was
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also to some extent my attempt to reclaim control over my life
and to create a new one. There was also a wish to do it for my
children, and hence the dedication in the front of the book – To
the 3 Js (my children Jason, Jodie and Justin).

Institutional

There were other influences that contributed to the final publica-
tion of College Academics. At the time of the conference in Berlin I
was informed that my Head of School wanted me to resume
being Head of Education Studies and to take over coordination
of the Masters of Education degree. My best efforts to thwart his
plans failed. Somewhat later, while congratulating me on
exceeding our student numbers, he added that he wanted me to
increase my involvement in research. Initially I did nothing to
comply with his request. However, I noticed that there were
attractions that came with research and publication. These
included conference attendance, travel, a reduced teaching load,
and having colleagues in various parts of Australia and the
world. Finally my Head of School, when reviewing workloads,
found my teaching load was excessive. Consequently he offered
me a reduced load or help with assessing student work. This
was a very important factor in the writing of College Academics.

Historiographical

I wanted College Academics to be a study of people and not
simply of an institution. I was influenced first by the claims of
one of my former teachers (Bowen, 1973, pp. 10–22), who noted
deficiencies in the study of the history of Australian education.
In a provocative piece he claimed that there was too great a con-
centration on support systems with little attention to pedagogy
and ideology.

Second I was influenced by Theobald (1977, p. 22), who wrote
of the problems of writing school histories. I reasoned that many
of her comments about school histories applied to at least some
of the institutional histories of higher education. Theobald noted
that ‘school histories have long been a blight upon the landscape
of historical scholarship . . . most have little interest beyond their
nostalgic appeal to ex-pupils’.

Theobald noted that the issue in writing good histories of
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educational institutions was ‘in formulating alternative methods
of attack’. Such histories had to ‘break out of the hot house atmo-
sphere of adulation and self-congratulation’ and find a way to
examine the mystique of the institution (Theobald, 1977, p. 22).
There was a need to question whether certain aims and values
that were espoused at the official level were realised, to move
beyond unquestioning acceptance of the aims and values of the
institution and to delve wider than the administrative level of
the institution’s existence, Theobald also noted that anyone
reading the history should ‘have an inkling of what it felt like to
be there’.

The problems of examining my own institution were further
highlighted by an advertisement that appeared in The Age news-
paper, published in Melbourne. This advertisement was placed
by the private school, Wesley College, when seeking a historian
to write its history. The advertisement noted (Wesley College,
1996):

The Historian will be required to write a first class history of
Wesley College as a ground breaking and influential educational
institution. [and] will . . . contribute to the marketing and public
relations activities associated with the subject (my emphasis).

I certainly did not want my work to be constrained in this
manner. I knew, as C. Wallace (1997, p. 13), unauthorised biogra-
pher of Germaine Greer, had noted, that

. . . there is a huge risk that authorised will mean compro-
mised [and] this jeopardises the fundamental obligation to
ethical behaviour and truthfulness incumbent on all writers
dealing with the real world. These are obligations to readers
as well as to subjects and sources.

My own research was particularly influenced by a number of
studies on Australian Colleges of Advanced Education. These
studies appeared from 1975 until 1986 (Anderson et al., 1975;
Harman et al., 1985; Harman, 1986). The researchers noted that
they had selected colleges for study, as there was a lack of
research on them compared to universities (Anderson et al.,
1975). However, they then set about making some comparisons
with overseas academics as they claimed ‘comparisons with
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Australian university academics are difficult because few serious
studies have been made to date’ (Anderson et al., 1975, p. 3). I
noted that this disparity was seized upon by some Bendigo
College staff and added to their feelings of unease when the
research was published. Staff asked why colleges, as opposed to
universities, had been selected for study. They believed that the
researchers had found it much easier to gain access to Colleges
of Advanced Education through their college councils, and a
more friendly and accessible staff, than it would have been to
gain access to universities. For these staff this was an example of
the ‘studying down’ that Coffey (1996, pp. 61–63) refers to. I
noted that the researchers (Anderson et al., 1975) themselves
were not completely unaware of this.

Meek’s (1984) classic case study of an Australian College of
Advanced Education was particularly influential in my work.
This was an excellent study of institutional professional life. A
key theme was the change of an institution from a state-run
bureaucratic organisation to an independent self-governing one.
At the time of his research on Gippsland Institute of Advanced
Education, Meek was a member of the University of Mel-
bourne’s Centre for the Study of Higher Education. Also
working there was a higher education specialist, Grant Harman,
who wrote the preface to Meek’s work. I was troubled (rightly or
wrongly) that there was too much of the ‘great men of history’ in
Meek’s work, and that it had some of the problems to which
Theobald (1977) had alluded. For example, in the preface
Harman (Meek, 1984, p. ix) notes that ‘to a substantial extent the
tyranny of distance has been substantially overcome by the
introduction of external studies programs, which were the brain-
child of the foundation director, Max Hooper’. Harman con-
tinues:

The quality, high community standing, and prestige of
regional colleges have been largely the result of the fore-
sight, dedication, and hard work of a small group of highly
committed leaders. Many of the colleges were indeed fortu-
nate in their choice of foundation directors.

There was no mention of ordinary staff members here. What
about all their efforts in building Australia’s College of
Advanced Education system?
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I was also alerted to the fact that higher education institutions
may proclaim a disinterested search for the truth, but, like any
commercial organisation that protects its secrets, they have ways
and means of silencing their critics. More recently, the work of
Armstrong, a British researcher, warned me that universities are
selective in what they want to hear from studies on themselves
(personal communication, 1997). The parts that are good public
relations for universities are well received by university man-
agers. However, the problem, according to Armstrong, is that
some parts (for example those that deal with problematic issues)
are negative in their impact and it is these that tend to get sup-
pressed by the university managers.

Theoretical

In writing College Academics I wondered it if was just going to be
how Berger (1963, p. 19) had described much of the sociological
enterprise – namely another little study of obscure fragments of
social life, irrelevant to any broader theoretical concerns. Follow-
ing on from this I was influenced by Spaull, who writes of the
biographical tradition in the history of Australian education. He
(Spaull, 1981, pp. 3–5) suggested the use of concepts from soci-
ology to write contemporary and participant history. He also
suggested one should ‘write biographies of the ordinary or
anonymous people in schooling as well as collective biographies
of these groups’. His observation that the biographical tradition
in the history of education would enable me to approach my
study in a humanistic way suggested that I should utilise con-
cepts and methods from areas such as socialisation theory where
these were applicable. However, I was also aware of Simon’s
aversion to the use of sociological theory. She noted (Simon,
1983, p. 9) that such theorising has people pushed and pulled
around by external pressures, lacking a complex capacity to
learn, and without self-activity.

In spite of my alertness to Simon’s (1973) concerns, symbolic
interactionism offered a framework for College Academics that
focussed on the individual in career choice and in institutional
life. I noted Woods’ observation that symbolic interactionism
contrasts markedly with theories that claim that human behavi-
our is determined by structural forces in society. Interactionism
was a pertinent framework for me to use as it emphasises these

186 Anthony Potts



college academics as constructors, creators and copers who
continually interacted with the world and were influenced by
and influenced the world (Woods, 1992, p. 338).

I was also influenced by Hage and Powers (1992, p. 208) who
suggested combining ‘useful insights from different theoretical
schools to produce a viable analytical scheme for studying the
meso level of social organisation, where individuals are influ-
enced by and in turn influence the character of a social order that
extends beyond themselves’. They also suggested to me the need
for an eclectic form of symbolic interactionism, which notes ‘the
need for more flexible social institutions, complex selves, and
creative minds’. They stressed that, because of technological
change, social roles and selves are becoming more complex and
‘the definition of behaviour, of duties and of obligations in roles
are becoming more open, more subject to the effects of human
agency, than ever before’.

Burgess (1995) noted the central place of ethnographic studies
of educational institutions and how studies by major researchers
are indebted to the pioneering work of Becker. He (1995, p. 15)
noted that Becker’s work ‘is as relevant for sociology and sociol-
ogists in the 1990s as when it was first published’. Burgess
stressed Becker’s seminal contributions to studies of socialisa-
tion, particularly his development of the concepts of situational
adjustment, perspectives and commitment – concepts I utilised.

Theobald encapsulates the problems that I faced. The chal-
lenge was to tell the story of these academics, ‘but to invest their
stories with the wider significance which transforms them into
theoretical knowledge’ (Theobald, 1998, p. 31). She noted that
she tried to make this work at two levels in her Knowing Women:
both for the general reader and for the specialist reader who
would review the book (Theobald, 1998, p. 31). She noted how
she ‘consciously set out to balance theory and narrative/
biography, sometimes between chapters and sometimes within
chapters’. Interestingly, she observes the average reader would
find two chapters ‘difficult to understand’.

Thus College Academics used a theoretical framework partly
due to the academic subculture of which I found myself a part.
Of course I could have done a conventional history, and there
are exemplars of these. Ultimately, too, symbolic interactionism
was a hard theory to master; not only for me but also for some of
the reviewers, as is noted later on.
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Research

While undertaking the research for the book I was never denied
material by anyone in authority at Bendigo College and had no
trouble getting access to written sources. Being an insider also
meant that I found material that I presume others may never
have found. For example, I discovered material in the archives to
do with staffing issues that I am sure outside researchers would
have been denied access to. I should probably not have been
allowed to read the material myself. Having said that, much of it
I did not directly use as it was confidential. However, the mater-
ial provided a useful perspective on how I interpreted other data.

My unrestricted access was probably due to my research iden-
tity as a ‘lone wolf researcher’ (Punch, 1994, p. 87). I was already
a member of the institution I was studying, did not require any
funding, and melted away into the field – in contrast to the
‘hired hand’, who would be highly visible, tied to contractual
obligations and expected to deliver a report in a certain time
frame (Punch, 1994, p. 87). I also knew that issues concerned
with reporting my findings could cause me problems.

Self-censorship also occurred. This involved the following
incident, which revolved around the rapidly changing context
that Bendigo College and the whole of Australian higher educa-
tion found itself facing in the 1980s. In 1981 the Director of
Bendigo College conducted a campaign to preserve engineering
courses at Bendigo despite government attempts to close them.
Finally, the Director succeeded in having some of the courses
preserved. It was suggested that the College’s resident cartoonist
draw up a cartoon of the Director getting off a plane waving his
umbrella with in the other hand a piece of paper, and proclaim-
ing ‘Engineering in Our Time’. The cartoonist somewhat reluc-
tantly drew the said cartoon and submitted it to the College
Newsletter, which the Director edited. The cartoon never
appeared and was never seen again. Initially I was going to use
this as an example of how the institutional view was carefully
controlled by key personnel in the College. I discussed this with
a number of Bendigo staff, and got various reactions that ranged
from mild amusement to disdain. Ultimately I left the instance
out. In hindsight, I should have included it.

Other incidents that occurred during the research for the book
stand out. There is one in particular that serves as a warning to
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inside researchers that their past activities can return to haunt
them. I was interviewing a very helpful staff member and had
asked him whether there were any particular disappointments in
his career. He answered that there were two major ones; the first
was the lack of promotion opportunities, and the second was
that a motion of no confidence had been moved in him when he
was President of the Academic Staff Association. He added:
‘And you would remember that well’. I did when he mentioned
it, as I had been the person who seconded the motion. I have
never felt so embarrassed in my life.

Along with needing a fairly thick skin for self-inflicted inci-
dents such as the above, I found that a small minority of staff I
interviewed were particularly rude and offensive. These staff
made very disparaging remarks about my colleagues in the area
that I worked in, and about the whole of educational research
generally. The only thing to do in these situations was to ‘grin
and bear it’. Once they had unburdened themselves of these
ideas they were willing to be interviewed at length and were
friendly and helpful. Above all, what really stands out was how
incredibly open the staff were in what they told me during their
interviews.

Writing

The writing of College Academics was hard work. Compounding
this were my own feelings of isolation. I had almost no one
locally to talk to about my work. However, perhaps this forced
me just to get on and write. Endless discussions with others
might have advanced the writing process or they might have
become just another form of avoidance behaviour substituting
for the hard task of writing.

I ended up with a huge mass of transcript, archival and other
field-note data. After sorting this into some sort of manageable
structure I had to find a way of ordering it, and after coding it I
attempted to link the various questions and pieces of data into
some sort of story line. Then I developed a coherent and read-
able narrative. This I vividly remember as it took me many
months of being locked in solitary confinement trying to piece all
the data into some overall structure. Having done this I thought
the hard part was finished; I now at least had an account that
hung together. How wrong I was.
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The next phase was much more difficult. I had to see how my
descriptive account of these academics’ lives could be explained in
terms of my symbolic interactionist framework. Anyone who
alleges that College Academics is positivistic does not know the
sheer agony of the process that involved seeing if symbolic inter-
actionism could in fact explain the narrative that I had con-
structed. It took many months before my narrative and my
theoretical framework appeared to coalesce into a unified whole.
Finally the overall outline of the book emerged, with chapters that
focussed on occupational choice, institutional and occupational
socialisation, perspectives on teaching, research, and commitment.

Self doubts

While writing College Academics I had recurrent doubts as to
whether there was any value in doing it. Such misgivings were
not only about this book having any value, but also concerned
the worth of the whole of the social sciences. It kept occurring to
me that I was living a somewhat rarefied existence and that aca-
demic work was somehow not real work. I did not have to
labour like many people around me. True enough, though, there
was heartache and pain in writing.

I did not fully understand these fears until I attended the
Second Working Class Academics’ Conference at Newburgh, New
York, in 1996. On this occasion I heard a speaker talk of the diffi-
culty she had in convincing her grandparents that she did real
work at a university. Real work was indeed reading, research
and writing; real work did not have to be the hard manual
labour of the working classes.

Perseverance

During the research for (and especially the writing of) College
Academics I became particularly aware of Berger’s (1963, p. 12)
pithy observation that normal academic life ‘is a jungle of bitter
warfare between faculty factions, none of which can be relied
upon for an objective judgement of members of either his [sic] or
an opposing group’. Being basically a nervous and insecure
person, I needed something to keep me going. A number of
things helped me to persevere with writing College Academics.
Most important of these was the reading of Punch’s study on the
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politics of research. Within his account, two instances in particu-
lar gave me determination to continue. His 1994 account of
Whyte’s trouble in publishing what turned out to be his Street
Corner Society (1943), having it reviewed and seriously accepted,
and how its fluctuating sales have reflected the rise and fall of
various fads and fashions of sociology, was especially motivat-
ing. I also drew some reassurance from the fact that acceptance
of his research for a doctorate at Chicago was due to Hughes
promoting him against a critical Wirth (Punch, 1994, p. 87).

I also drew determination to keep going from the history of
Humphrey’s work. He (Punch, 1994, pp. 88–89) had used ques-
tionable research tactics to study homosexual encounters, but
had received the coveted C. Wright Mills Award, forbore efforts
to have his PhD revoked and had an irate Alvin Gouldner physi-
cally attack him. Thus I came to see that even the great and the
good in academic life were just mortals like the rest of us. My
reaction was: ‘Well if the academic world can find room for this
kind of behaviour and reward parts of it then perhaps there is a
small place for me too’.

Response

Local and institutional

When I had a draft of the book completed the institution I
worked in (and the one that the book is about) announced it
would be holding a 125 Years Anniversary Celebration of Ter-
tiary Education in Bendigo. Consequently, expressions of inter-
est were invited for the writing of a corporate history of the
former Bendigo College. I was not interested in writing such a
work. However, I sent two chapters of College Academics to the
organising committee to see if they were interested. They were
not and could not find anyone on the staff who was able to write
their book. An outside writer was commissioned to produce the
work, which ended up being 27 pages in length with very
attractive photos (R. Wallace, 1997). When my work was finally
released, the author of the corporate history purchased a copy
and came to ask if I would autograph it for him. We had a long
conversation about the issues that he had faced in writing his
work. He confirmed that he had been heavily censored and had
had to leave out contentious issues.
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Hence, my suspicions initially evoked by Meek’s (1984) work
were reconfirmed. Had I stepped out of line in what I wrote in
College Academics, I would have found life difficult. Lest it be
thought that these kinds of pressures only apply at ‘ordinary
institutions’, notice should be taken of Roberts’ (1998, p. 101)
account of his taking up the Vice-Chancellorship at Southamp-
ton University in the United Kingdom. He recounts that on
arrival he went to the official history of the university for
information but noted it became more bland and uninformative
the closer it got to the present time. More interestingly, he found
in an interleaved version in a locked drawer in the vice-
chancellor’s office passages interpolated by the author on more
recent events that he considered too risky to commit to the
printed page.

On the other hand, the organising committee in Bendigo gra-
ciously included brochures of my book in their publicity distrib-
uted for the anniversary celebrations. The Bendigo Advertiser
newspaper did a feature review, and the local radio station ran a
news item on it. Overall at my institution the reaction was
muted when the book was released. Around ten persons compli-
mented me on writing it. The Foundation Director of the
Bendigo College of Advanced Education congratulated me on
producing it. When Tight’s (1999) review appeared, my Head of
School sent me a congratulatory e-mail and my Head of Depart-
ment personally congratulated me. How he found out about the
review escapes me. The bookshop manager said that large
numbers of staff came in simply to read the book without pur-
chasing it.

The release of College Academics did cause some tense
moments where I worked. During a workshop session one of the
staff I had interviewed for the book came up to me and said: ‘I
expect you are making large amounts from your book. How
about giving royalties to those that you interviewed’? He contin-
ued: ‘You would never get ethics permission to do such a study
now’. He was quite agitated and I tried to pacify him. I later dis-
covered that he had allegedly identified himself in the book and
did not like what he saw. Why, I do not know – the supposed
portrayal was in fact complimentary. I was extremely nervous
that if he made a fuss it could make my life at the institution
somewhat unpleasant.

A former staff member and a present one commented that
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they thought College Academics was far too positive. I thought
long and hard over these comments, as they raised the issue that
Theobald (1977) noted in asking, how well does the book capture
the institution? I had not written a typical institutional history,
but the tone that the book created was important. One of the
people who had made a comment was now in a senior position
in another university. On re-reading my field notes and tran-
scripts it became clear that he had enjoyed a very light teaching
load and very favourable terms and conditions while employed
at Bendigo. However, an extremely ambitious character perhaps
helps to explain his belief that I was too positive in my portrayal.
I would argue that College Academics is not a particularly positive
account. Much of the story is one of lost opportunities, lack of
foresight, lack of motivation and application by some staff. Not
all saw the story that the book told as positive, with Stortz (1998)
in particular seeing it as a rather depressing tale.

Professional and international

Reviews of College Academics appeared in Canada, (where it was
book of the month in the Canadian Association of University Teach-
ers’ Bulletin (Stortz, 1998)), in Australia (Davis, 1998), and in the
United Kingdom (Burns, 1999; Tight, 1999). The reviews were
generous and positive and highlighted the contributions to
knowledge that College Academics makes. At the worst, one
reviewer got my name incorrect, some factual details wrong and
positively loathed the effect of the theoretical framework on the
story that was told. Davis, a mainstream historian of education,
found the theoretical framework of College Academics was not to
his liking, claiming that ‘facts are presented in what might
appear to some readers as overly-complex jargon, which does
little to advance the argument’.

Stortz too noted that ‘undoubtedly the most inaccessible part
of the book to the sociologically uninitiated is the vernacular of
symbolic interactionism’. However, he is more forgiving and tol-
erant, noting that a ‘careful reading of the first three introduc-
tory/methodology chapters makes this hurdle of specialised
jargon much less onerous [and] ultimately, issues applicable to
academic identity and how academics adapted to their occupa-
tional world [are] elucidated for any interdisciplinary audience’.

Having found solace in the comments of Stortz, I am still, as I
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presume others are, troubled by the language of much of the
area that I work in. In particular, I have in mind a recent report
by Kelly (1999, p. 2) headed ‘Deep and Meaningless’, where he
notes that ‘it may be nonsense, but in the language of academe
you’d never know’.

Personal

One of the most significant discoveries in College Academics was
that many academic staff at Bendigo became academics for non-
academic reasons; rather for associated life-style reasons. This
could ultimately cause these individuals, their occupations and
their institutions difficulties in terms of lack of commitment, dis-
satisfaction and low morale. From a methodological perspective
I learnt to approach my next study differently. Specifically, I had
a much sharper focus at the start and was much clearer about
possible directions that the study could take.

Having now commenced a study looking at local perspectives
on regional universities, I am even more acutely aware of how
changing research climates influence the research process.
Gaining permission to undertake College Academics was much
easier then than it is to do similar sorts of research today. Now it
is much harder to locate seemingly non-threatening information
at my institution. Changed times and changed circumstances
mean that my university (and I presume many others) makes it
even harder to gain access to information.

Conclusion

The above critical commentary on the research for and writing of
College Academics belongs to the reflective research genre. Such
an analysis was not easily done by me, and indeed other
researchers and writers note a reluctance to undertake such
work (Theobald, 1998, p. 29). This critical commentary entailed
disclosures that academics are not always willing to make by iso-
lating key aspects in the research for and the writing of College
Academics. The most important of these are summarised below.

My personal realities were important for the choice of the
research topic and the direction of the research that formed
College Academics. The origins of the book are intimately con-
nected with my biography and extend to my university
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experience as a student and personal observations that I made
then of academic life. It was partly through myself that I came to
understand the world of these academics. Of particular impor-
tance in influencing my study was my reading of Wilson’s (1979)
American Academics: Then and Now. This work provided me with
the enthusiasm to start the study with a theoretical and
methodological approach.

College Academics was influenced by a desire to move away
from the more conventional institutional history to a more ana-
lytical history of individual academics. The approach taken was
heavily influenced by some classic studies of college academics
and higher education institutions in Australia. I was wary of
aspects of these, and wanted to avoid the ‘great persons of
history approach’. Because I was studying professional occupa-
tions I drew on the classic studies of occupational socialisation of
the Chicago School of Symbolic Interactionism. While it has its
roots in the America of the 1930s, the framework has undergone
continuous development and refinement and is still pertinent
today. What I aimed to do was to invest the stories of these
college academics with wider significance, which turned them
into theoretical knowledge (Theobald, 1998, p. 31).

Especially important in turning the research into the final book
were conference presentations that I made at The International
Standing Conference for the History of Education in various overseas
cities. Of particular importance was the support and encourage-
ment of key writers and researchers that I met at these confer-
ences. In conjunction with these international professional
influences were local institutional factors at my own university,
including directives and support from my Head of School. I also
drew encouragement from reading ‘tales of the field’ (Punch,
1994) and the accounts of important classic studies that had been
conducted of institutions and occupations.

The response to College Academics occurred at a number of
levels. At my own institution its release coincided with anniver-
sary celebrations of tertiary education in Bendigo and the release
of a more traditional corporate history (Wallace, 1997). The
research approaches for the two books, while completely differ-
ent, also encountered similar problems of what could and could
not be included and how to deal with local institutional sensitivi-
ties. When College Academics was released, the local reaction
ranged from compliments to concern by one academic at his
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alleged portrayal. The latter incident illustrated how researchers
are never completely free from their research, as issues can occur
and continue once the finished work is released to the wider
public.

Very importantly, the process of researching and writing
College Academics meant that I was socialised into the academic
world that I was writing about. Writing College Academics meant
that my academic self altered to broaden my role from purely
teaching to one involving research, conference presentations and
writing. Writing College Academics was akin to becoming a
member of a tribe and gaining tribe membership (Becher, 1989).
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