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Appendix 10.1 - Inquiry Experience Stories of Background

As in the case of learning, I can identify a number of experiences that individually, and together, raised, and then clarified, what is the perplexity, what is the issue for this investigation.   In the first instance there was some unfinished business from my basic initial professional training – that of becoming a teacher of high school science. 

(10.1.1) Details of Basic Background

My background includes undergraduate studies in science, majoring in Chemistry, and reaching my cognitive limitations in concepts in mathematics and physics.   It also includes introductory studies in geology, biology, including ecology, and anthropology.   On that foundation was laid preliminary studies in educational method and philosophy, and an assignment which was meant to prepare me for a career of high school teaching, which was framed in the terms of “Teaching Scientific Method”.

The significance of that assignment was that it was probably the first time I took anything like a considered and informed look at what I had been doing over the previous ten years, how, and why.   JB Conant’s work (the specific titles of which I now have no record, but I was writing in 1967) and Arthur Koestler’s Act of Creation, and other readings in philosophical thinking, were a challenge to my background, and its unaware assumptions.   They provided a mechanism by which I could think a bit more systematically and analytically [and objectively?; and/or at the next level of abstraction?] about the scientific method, and research, and discovery in science.

My secondary school science studies and reading included many of Isaac Asimov’s popularising science literature.   Titles read then included: Building Blocks of the Universe – the history of chemistry and the periodic table; Life and Energy – ideas in biology and the principles of thermodynamics; The New Intelligent Man’s Guide to Science – looking at lots of different scientific concepts.   Asimov’s work included information about some of the biography and history associated with these concepts.   Compared to the typical textbook, it was a much richer source of this information, and conveyed a bit, I suppose, of the ‘wonder’ or the ‘problematic’ of the enterprise.   

As I explored the scientific method in my 1967 assignment, and how I might teach scientific method, I became more clearly aware that the ‘method’ was sterile.   The model of scientific method that I was investigating was the hypothetico-deductive forming and testing model (p.63 Carr & Kemmis).   The ‘method’ was for gathering evidence to support, or refute, the ‘created’ and creative idea of the scientist.  It wasn’t the source of the original idea.   The ‘method’, as applied in experimental testing was only for testing purposes.   It did not generate the original idea.   The original idea occurred more like by a flash of inspiration.   Certainly the inspiration was informed.  The scientist had to know what was to be known about a phenomenon.   The scientist had to have a deep enough understanding about that to be able to recognise perplexities in and from data – the things that did not fit the model or the theory.

My high school studies also included a project to explore an understanding of light.   From that project I was aware that there were two accepted, and acceptable, ways of understanding light: as particulate, in discrete bundles; and as wave – continuous movement – peaks and troughs, but with attributes which were found to be wave-like behaviour, as distinct from the behaviour/ characteristics of particles.  As experiments were designed to prove it to be particulate, evidence was found that light was particulate.   As experiments were designed to prove it was wave, evidence was found that it behaved like a wave.   It depended on what you were doing, what you were trying to see, what you were trying to prove.   I had an understanding of a theory as a construct to explain, but only a construct, not necessarily the reality, and a construct open to challenge, open to refinement, as more data became available, from closer observations from experiments, from developments and refinements in measurement.

Secondly, over my adult professional life, though I wasn’t ostensibly working in science any more, the basic skills developed in the undergraduate science training proved to be part of a personal toolbox available to deal with problems associated with the exercise of my professional responsibilities.   

(10.1.2) Details of Predominant Expression of My Professional Practice

While I engaged in high school science teaching for a period, I did not stay in it.   My career took another direction and I became involved in local government services and administration.   My ‘frame’ of being ‘scientific’, or ‘systematic’ in exploring the world in which I was expected to operate, as an informed and effective professional, stood me in relatively good stead as the years proceeded.   

I found that generally, I would approach a perplexity, or a ‘how do I improve this?’ task, with these tools.   I start by gathering the basic information, as much as possible that appears to be relevant to the task at hand.   I then analyse/ synthesise the information to produce outputs like the enunciation of principles/ vision/ plans/ recommendations for action.   I seek to use processed information in a predictive, evaluative way, tracking trends, correlating interactive factors.   I use comparative measures as a tool to test/validate effectiveness: to test whether results match others (benchmarking), to check that performance is reasonable, and if not, then I seek to explore why not, to look for ways of improving current activities.

But there was also another aspect to my practice, and it was significantly different from ‘normal’ science, from the ‘cut and dried’ physical, the engineering.   In the social context of organisational life, and staff and personal interactions, I am very sensitive to the existence of differences in perception, and to the role of perception in problem solving, and particularly in any endeavour to coordinate group activities.   This sensitivity was one of the rationales for undertaking the Management Reflective Research Practice pilot with the staff at Shellharbour Council.   One of the objectives of that activity was related to the task of providing some organisational information (part of the induction) to new staff; and not wanting to poison/colour their perceptions with mine.   

The context of this was as follows.   For a start, I had been with the organisation for 20+ years, and so I was wary that I did not have as broad an experience (of different organisations/ other solutions) available for critiquing as I might.   Secondly, I had been involved long enough, and high enough in the organisation, to be a source of the content of the operative decision-making and so may have had some ownership of what needed to be critiqued, and some defensiveness about others' critiquing.  (Or, since they do not necessarily know me well, they may think I would not be comfortable with it (perhaps misinterpreting the non-verbal surprise, or perplexity, or questioning gesture as defensiveness) and so unilaterally decide to not expose me to it – Argyris, 1982.)   

My strategy, to deal with these aspects and limitations of context, was to gather other people, other views, other perceptions, within a group.   I reasoned that this would allow for other staff to give an active and contemporaneous challenge of the perceptive slant I brought to the sharing of the historical information to the new staff members.   Another element of my thinking was to provide a forum for the new staff to share their first reactions, comparing their previous experience/ practice with the new/ unknown culture, and to see if their fresh insights could be harnessed to broaden the organisational resource base of such information, and this different experience.   The established staff would perhaps be encouraged to reflect on their first impressions and reactions.   They could then reconsider their adjustments to the organisational culture.   Were these new staffs’ reactions the same/ similar?   What did this tell us afresh about the nature of the culture which we had become used to, adjusted to, and which perhaps was now invisible to us?   Was that part of the culture productive and useful, or was it limiting our effectiveness?   So did it need to be challenged?   Or did the new starters need to adjust to it, and if so, what mechanisms had other staff used in making those adjustments which could inform the new staffs’ induction process?

There is also a third aspect to my practice.   I revert to the observer role/ the experimental, independent validation approach to curiosities fairly readily.   Again, I give an instructive instance of this.   In the Dispute Resolution course work, for each unit, a presentation was required as part of the assessment.    For the Psychology & Dispute Resolution subject, I chose to base my presentation on the issue of mental effectiveness, and how I use music as an emotional release for my (the INTJ) personality.   I prefaced my material by a reference to Mary Power’s concept of being ‘metacognitive’ about the learning to be a mediator.   I raised the need to have a variety of strategies to enhance the mental effectiveness of a prospective mediator.   I applied these concepts to be the need to able to deal with emotional tension which might arise from mediating disputes.   The presentation involved sharing the experience of music which had proven to be significant for me at an emotional level with the other students who were presenting on the first day with me.   That night I was surprised to find that I went to sleep quite readily, compared to previous instances of presentation days where the experience was that the night time hours involved revisiting the scenario, ad nauseum.   I reflected on the experience of the presentation, and I was able to check out the other students' immediate responses to the presentation, because, in this instance, the lecturer was experimenting with some peer assessment work.   Some of these students reported a similar experience to mine: their appreciation/ experience of the presentation was that there was a sense of relaxation from the music.   My reactive thinking was then to try an experiment on the second day, using the music again, using it in a slightly different format: wanting to know why/ how of the experience -> experimental approach !!   Post that event, I did some more information gathering about music and mental effectiveness, and considered a survey design to gather other student’s experience of music and mental effectiveness.   This effort was totally unnecessary, from the point of view of course work.   I had wrapped up my written assignment on this theme with a more organisationally relevant application.   My presentation was over.   But, for me, my self, the curiosity factor still needed to be dealt with in some way.

In 1996 I returned to formal academic studies.   What was 'unfinished business' in my first disciplinary training in science teaching - what scientific method was, and how to undertake and teach it - resurfaced during these master-level post-graduate studies.   The unresolved dilemma needed to be reviewed again.

(10.1.3) Details of Returning to Disciplined Studies: 1996 to the Present

My first reaction, my resilient frame, is to deal with the elements of my world in the more traditional, empirical-analytic and quantitative frame.   However, I am also alert to the concept that the traditional quantitative frame is not necessarily the exclusive authority on knowledge, developed, in part, from my readings related to preparations for teacher training, and the philosophy of education.   Another formative aspect of my more current operative research frame is my alertness to hermeneutics - the interpretive sciences.  This comes, I think, from my Christian faith, and some understanding of the discipline of the interpretation of Scripture as the rule of life, and, more particularly, arising from the Synod debate on the ordination of women in the Sydney Diocese of the Anglican Church.

These three aspects came together in the course work for the Master of Dispute Resolution studies, when there was a need to ‘do some research’.   This posed difficulties for me.   In mediation studies, the prime mechanism of research appeared to be the use of a survey and the analysis of information derived from that source.   That, at least, was my observation of the situation for Masters students doing research in a course time frame for 12 credit points.   This simply reflects the ‘dominant’ paradigm/ perception of ‘research’ being what is done in the empirical-analytic perspective – it being the ‘privileged’ one.   (Indeed, I still caught myself in this very same frame while undertaking this study (4/4/2000).   I was scanning abstracts of current journal articles on my topic.   As I did so, I found myself privileging those reporting on empirical or case studies and discounting those that only appeared to arguing a normative (should) case about issues of professional development and action research and reflective practice.   A similar bent can be discerned amongst the literature cited as my ‘peer’ group for this study, the literature cited in support and exploration of the issues involved.   Experiential instances stimulate a need for me to investigate.   This also places me within the empirical domain of any research approach.)

Unfortunately, what little I had seen of the mediation research associated with course work seemed to me to be inadequate in one or other of the areas of: being based on very small samples; or of delivering fairly superficial and/or irrelevant findings.   Without quite knowing why, I wasn’t satisfied.   Then, as my reading on mediation and related disciplines grew, I began to notice some other critiques of the nature of empirical research done in this arena ([Kressel, 1989 #195], [Kramer, 1995 #197], and [Frey, 1994 #203][Frey, 1995 #202]).    Here the critique related to ‘ecological validity’: doing studies from the empirical-analytic perspective, sometimes in a laboratory-like context, and assuming that these generated actionable knowledge for the live, in-practice, domain.   These inklings in the literature became another of the ‘alertings’ that set my frame in the form it now takes: being interested in the nature of mediation research, indeed research in any of the human activity fields.

