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Who we are
http://www.eari.ie/who-we-are/
We
● Critically examined our own practice as 

teachers 
● Blurred boundaries between theory and 

practice as we theorised our practice.
● Increased sense of autonomy 
● Deeper understanding of our own 

professionalism
● Disseminated our work published 

extensively  
Later we will discuss these Qs:
How relevant is education theory to practice 

today? 
How does practice influence education theory 

today?

http://www.eari.ie/who-we-are/
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In our presentation today we 
will look at how:

Professionalism

Critical 
reflection

We have reconceptualised the notion of professionalism by 
reimagining the concept of the extended professional. 

Theory 
into 

practice
Dialogue

We develop this and problematise the semi fraught 
relationship between disembodied theory and lived practice.

Action 
Research

Values

Values based action research can contribute to allaying this 
tension.

Practice 
into 

Theory
Validity 

Boundaries can be blurred as we generate valid theory from 
lived practice.
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Professionalism

• Definition of professional
• Technical
• Professional
• Extended professional
• Radical
• Critical reflection



Professionalism
• Definition of professional: three central issues –

knowledge, autonomy and responsibility/altruism 
(Hoyle and John 1995)

• Changes in the nature of knowledge, autonomy and
responsibility can alter the nature of teacher 
professionalism itself (Furlong et al. 2000: 6)

• Changing Models of Professionalism: Technical v 
Professional
• Extended professional - Sachs’ (2003) notion of 

‘activist professionalism’



(cited in Locke et al 2007: 560)



Need for critical reflection
On educational values – particularly 
epistemological
Eg. literatures/discourses around education 
and professionalism/professionalization

On what counts as education 
knowledge/education theory/ education 
research 

…and who says?
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Educational theory

We suggest that engagement with educational 
theory is crucial to the education process.
Brookfield says: ‘We theorize so we can understand 
what’s happening to us and so we can take informed 
actions’ (2017: 172)
We firmly believe that adopting an ‘action 
researcherly disposition’ (Sullivan et al. 2017) is a 
key aspect of being a professional.



Dialogue to enhance engagement with 
theory 
Engagement with theory is one of Brookfield’s four lenses 
through which engage in critical reflection.

Dialogue with critical friends is a key aspect of the action 
research- from the outset.

Bohm: The purpose of dialogue is to reveal the incoherence in 
our thoughts

Based on mutual respect and a outward learning trajectory.

NEARI



NEARI is our living example of how we engage 
dialogically with theory in our practice.



Let’s use dialogue to discuss

Drawing from your own experience, what 
are the main factors that might 
encourage/discourage  a teacher to 
engage with theory?
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Values based action research: blurring the boundaries

• Why would practitioners want to carry out research?
• Challenges to practitioner research - audit culture 

(Somekh 2011)
• Reluctance to engage in research (Ellis and Loughland

2016), resistance to change (Groundwater-Smith et al. 
2003), lack of time/energy (Aubusson et al 2009)

• Teachers as professionals (Ewing 2007)
• Idea of practitioner-researchers gaining momentum 

(Teaching Council; School Self-Evaluation)
• Engaging with relevant literature
• Research informed/research informing practice
• Empowerment of teachers



Values
• Guiding principles, tacit/explicit
• Articulating one’s values
• Ontological/Epistemological/Educational 
• Values being denied in one’s practice
• Experiencing oneself as a living contradiction 

(Whitehead 1989)
• Lived - not abstract
• Competing values - collaborative research projects 

(Winter 2016)
• Criteria - life-affirming, sustainable, for the common 

good (Sullivan et al. 2016)



Action research as cyclical process 
for enhanced understanding of 
practice

• Cyclical nature of action research (Carr and Kemmis 
1986; McNiff, Lomax and Whitehead 2003; McDonagh 
et al 2012; Sullivan et al. 2016)

• Role of values - criteria (Whitehead 2000)
• Reflection in-action and on-action Schӧn (1983)
• Technical/rational approach - (Leitch and Day 2000)
• Action research - reflective process, self-evaluation
• Theory developed through reflection and analysis, rather 

than mere fact-finding  (Elliott 1991)
• Enhancement of practice/increased understanding of 

practice 
• Blurring of boundaries between theory and practice 
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Some Educational Theorists 



Generating theory from my practice
Living Theory Research as a Way of life (Whitehead 2018)

● Make a claim
● Find examples for it in 

my data
● Name the criteria by 

which my claim can 
be judged

● Check my claim(s) 
against standards of 
judgement (values)

● Go publicIntroduction to  Critical Reflection and Action 
for Teacher Researchers (2016:p 91) by
Bernie Sullivan, Máirín Glenn, Mary Roche and 
Caitriona McDonagh



Ethical validity shows commitment to participants (Belmont 
Report 1975; Roche 2011)

Process validity shows commitment to criteria of credibility and 
reliability (The Limitations of social research Shipman 1997, 
2014) 

Social Validity criteria of ‘comprehensibly, truthfully, 
authentically and appropriately’ (Habermas 1981)

Academic validity shows commitment to a relevant 
methodology - value-for-use and the potential to enable 
beneficial change in actions or in understanding  of actions 
(Elliott 2007)

Living Theory Validity explanations of researchers’ educational 
influences in their own learning, the learning of others and the 
learning of social formations (Whitehead 1989).

Validating Practice as Theory



Current real life examples of 
Practice into Theory



Let’s discuss

How can practice influence education 
theory today?

Think, pair, share 

Drawing from your own experiences,  can 
you name examples where practice 
influences education theory today?





Some of our publications



Go Raibh Maith Agaibh!

THANK YOU!

Contact us at: info@eari.ie


