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ABSTRACT

ELICITING AND STUDYING

PERSONAL EPISTEMOLOGIES OF THE COLLEGE STUDENTS

By

Olga V. Kritskaya

The study examines an original methodology for eliciting and analyzing personal
epistemologies of the entry-level prospective teachers. Personal epistemologies are
conceptualized as a system of cognitive dispositions that individuals use to make sense of
the world. The study is completed within the context of the teacher preparation program
in the large, public, Mid-Western University.

The method tested in the study uses the concept of a projective technique for
eliciting and evaluating personal epistemologies. Participants of the study are confronted
with an ill-structured task—an interpretation of the movie within which the possible
interpretations of the ‘teaching strategies’ and ‘learning outcomes’ are not clearly
marked. The movie is used as a projective device thought to shed light onto the
participants’ thinking about learning and knowledge. The participants are asked to write
free-style reflective essays in response to the movie. The analysis is made of what the

participants reveal about their own thinking by what they say about the observed.



Specifically, the study examines the participants’ selectivity and interpretation patterns
that may be indicative of their thinking about learning, and, at the same time, suggestive
of their personal epistemologies. Categorical schema for the description of personal
epistemologies is developed.

This method offers a more inductive and discrete approach, with less intrusion on
the part of the researcher, in comparison with the large-scale questionnaires and survey-
type studies or clinical interviews widely used in the current research on personal
epistemologies. In its conceptualization and analytical approach, it is closer to the
methods used in the humanities. The authorship of the form and content of response and
the ambiguous target of reflection, together, enable a less formal and more configural,
metaphorical, representation of thinking. This approach is sensitive to the details of the
participants’ responses as well as the contexts in which the investigated epistemologies
are supposed to be applied. By emphasizing the shift of the researcher’s interest from the
ways in which the individuals’ views differ from the ‘standards’ to understanding
cognitive dispositions the individuals possess, this dissertation attempts to contribute to
clarifying the philosophical positions that underlie both the conceptual frameworks and
the methodological issues of empirical studies. In addition, the naturalistic type of
analysis completed in this study lead the author to rethink the ontological nature of the
construct of personal epistemology. The dissertation is concluded with propositions
offering an alternative theoretical model of representation of personal epistemology to be

investigated in the future studies.
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INTRODUCTION

Statement of Purpose

This dissertation examines a methodological approach for eliciting and analyzing
the thinking of the entry-level prospective teachers about learning, knowledge, and
knowing for the purpose of making plausible inferences regarding these individuals’
personal epistemologies. My conceptualization of the construct of personal epistemology
is grounded in two major assumptions: (1) Personal epistemology concerns an
individual’s cognitions about the nature of knowledge and the nature of knowing,' and
(2) personal epistemology includes (or closely relates to) an individual’s stance on the

nature of learning.

The focus of the study is explained by the role that personal epistemology plays in
prefiguring our world-views, as well as the ways in which we relate to the world.
Personal epistemology influences how we deal with the flow of increasingly
sophisticated information, make judgments about the credibility of various sources of
information, rate political decisions, handle the demands of authorities, weigh the
evidence of investigations, and define our own roles in the various communities. In all of
these instances. our personal epistemology shapes the way by which we make meaning of
each of the situations. Educators have long learned that an individual’s stance on

knowledge and knowing has a powerful influence on learning. More so., some personal

"In defining the construct, I am borrowing the language from P.R. Pintrich. 2002.



epistemological orientations are more appropriate to teaching profession than others. In
today’s tumultuous world, there is an increasing demand for the kinds of epistemological
orientations that are conducive to the tolerance of ambiguity, deviation from routine, and
the use of multiple explanatory frameworks. Therefore, deepening our understanding of
the nature of personal epistemologies and finding ways to evaluate their characteristics
most adequately is an important focus for a research effort as well as a valuable strategy

for improvement of the teaching practice.

By testing the original methodological approach this dissertation explores the
concept of using a projective technique for eliciting and evaluation of personal
epistemologies. The concept of a projective technique is based on the following
proposition: The participants are given the opportunity to look at the same source of
stimulus, a movie in this case. Then an analysis is made by a researcher of what the
participants reveal about their own thinking by what they say about the observed. The
contents and form of the response are authored by the respondents. In other words, the
participants make their own meaning of what they see in the movie. Of particular interest
was the question whether the projective technique can help identify (and, if so, how) the
dimensions of personal epistemologies of the prospective teachers, as revealed by an
interpretive analysis of their free-style reflective essays written in response to the

stimulus.



Rationale

Methodological challenges that researchers face when studying the complex
phenomenon of personal epistemologies have greatly influenced my thinking about the
nature of personal epistemology and its possible dimensions as well as the ways to
evaluate these. While the use of large-scale, survey-type assessments is presumed to
allow for validity of the studies as well as illuminate on the importance of personal
epistemologies in problem solving, there are serious limitations to these methodological
approaches. First, they are largely de-contextualized; that is, they are not sensitive to the
contexts in which personal epistemologies are applied. Second, they are overly
intellectualized; that is, they conceptualize the dimensions of personal epistemologies as
manifested through a largely cognitive process, leaving beyond the scope of assessment
the affective and intuitive aspects of personal epistemologies. Third, they limit the
possibility for individuals to make their own meaning (to author the contents and form of
the response), thus limiting the range of elicited dimensions of the construct. Similarly,
another methodological trend of research, which relies on clinical interviews and scores
responses according to developmental stages, seems to impose meaning through the
language and structure of the questions asked, while often attempting to capture personal
epistemology away from the contexts, in which it is supposed to be applied. Though this
second trend admits, at the conceptual level, the role of the affective and intuitive aspects
of personal epistemology, there has not been enough of empirical work done to provide
for confirmatory evidence.

It is these methodological challenges that motivated me to undertake a different,

more indirect approach to eliciting and evaluating personal epistemologies of the



prospective teachers, within the context of the undergraduate course on Educational
Psychology. Specifically, I used the movie “Renaissance Man” as a provocative stimulus,
and asked the undergraduate students enrolled into the course to interpret the themes of
teaching and learning encapsulated in the movie by writing a free-style reflective essay.
The movie was thought to serve as a projective device, that is, it was thought to project,
through analysis of the students’ responses. onto certain elements of their personal

epistemologies.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of this study is characterized by five key assumptions:
1) Knowledge is complex.
2) Personal epistemology is the system of cognitive dispositions that individuals use to
make sense of the world. For describing various kinds of personal epistemology or
epistemological orientation, I also use the term personal epistemic framework—the
framework underlying the psychological nature of cognitive dispositions that individuals
use to make sense of the world.
3) There are two kinds of personal epistemologies. One is associated with oversimplification of
complexity, known to be related to single representations, analytic compartmentalization,
recognizing orderly and linear sequentiality in relationships between the parts, intolerance of
ambiguity, and relying on recall and reciting from an authoritative source. Such personal
epistemology holds concepts detached from one's life experiences. The other is characterized
with opposing features, more conducive to the processing of complexity: multiple representations

(using multiple explanatory frameworks, assembling partial representations to form complete



accounts), synthetic integration of the parts (recognizing interconnectedness among the parts and
patterns in relationships between the parts), disorderliness and heterogeneity (expecting
deviation from routine), tolerance of ambiguity, the use of pre-existing knowledge in a
combinatory manner (adapting a variety of appropriate strategies to solve non-routine problems;
applying disciplinary knowledge in context outside of the discipline), experiential tone of
concepts, and self-reliance in learning.?

4) The verbal-visual integration within the interpretive process is critical to uncovering the tacit
frameworks of an individual’s worldview, and thus has a potential to reveal personal
epistemology. This assumption stems from Arnheim’s propositions of visual thinking which
invite researchers to pay attention to the provocative potency of the aesthetic experiential
contexts—particularly contexts involving visual stimuli—when imagination and intuition enter
the human activity and a new form of understanding is created. An example of such an aesthetic
experience might be a response to an ill-structured task, presented visually and opened to the
participants’ choice of conceptual themes (i.e., open to their own purpose for reasoning) and
representational genres (i.e., open to their creativity). This assumption underlies the decision to
use the movie as a projective device for eliciting personal epistemologies.

5) Based on the reviewed literature (Ch. 1), I assumed that personal epistemologies are

related to thinking about learning. Therefore, the indicants of the ways in which

prospective teachers think about learning may inform about their beliefs about the nature

of knowledge and the nature of knowing. Specifically, by using the essays that the

students write in response to watching the movie “The Renaissance Man” the study

examines the students’ selectivity and interpretation patterns, which may be indicative of

These characteristics are adapted from the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory, Spiro and associatess, 1996.



their thinking about learning; and, at the same time, suggestive of their personal
epistemologies. By using specific examples of the students’ responses, I illustrate the
selection lens and categorical schema used in the analysis.

These examples aim to demonstrate a methodological approach which is closer to
the research strategies used in the humanities, different from the widely used
questionnaires and survey-forms in current research on personal epistemologies. The
latter usually ask people to “check’ one of the boxes whose language and form are pre-
determined by researchers. The approach used in this study, on the contrary, is grounded
in the literary-type analysis of the individuals’ texts, which are developed freely in
response to watching a movie that suggests various possibilities for interpretations. The
presented methodological approach relies on the discretely elicited participants’ response
to an ill-structured task. While the movie does not have clear markers regarding teaching
strategies and learning outcomes. the participants of the study are asked to write their
responses in relation to teaching and learning as they see these in the movie. In other
words, while the nature of the film implies the development of ambiguous, open-ended
themes, the participants make their own choices regarding the interpretation themes as
well as the genre of writing (in terms of the chosen vocabulary. organizational structure,
etc.). The form and the content of the individual’s response are developed by the
individuals themselves, which, like any creation of a new form, are characteristic of an
artful experience. In their reflective essays, the students write about their beliefs about
learning and teaching without necessarily thinking about pre-figurative schemas that are
responsible for their beliefs. The major task of the analysis is to reveal certain patterns of

students’ interpretation that are indicative of their personal epistemologies.



The conceptual assumptions listed above call for complex development of
personal epistemologies. The majority of the studies consider the development and
manifestation of personal epistemology as a largely cognitive process or structure (Duell
& Schommer-Aikins 2001; Hofer & Pintrich 1997; King & Kitchener 1994). The
conditions stemming from the above assumptions, however, model the expectation for
the intuitive, imaginative, and aesthetic antecedents for epistemological development.
While some of the research on the adult, career, and vocational education underscores the
importance of imaginative ways of knowing (Marsick & Volpe, 1999; Marsick &
Watkins, 1997; Saavedra, 1996, Taylor, 1998), there is little in higher education literature
that deals with this issue (Keifer-Boyd, 1997, Wagner, 1999; Warren, 1995). The notion
of knowing as an imaginative process (Amheim 1969, 1996; Dirkx, 1998, Eisner 1998,
1994; Green 1995) puts the learners’ experiences at its core and suggests that making
meaning of one’s experience is apprehended through symbols and images. In other
words, the shaping of one’s personal epistemology involves the aesthetic modes of
thought, with their dominating imagination and intuition. The particular function
contributed by the aesthetic is that it makes the nature of the object within the focus of
the individual’s investigation expressive. Most commonly, the aesthetic dimension of
ones thinking makes the object visual or it can make the object auditory or tactual as
well.

Given that the majority of literature on personal epistemologies came out of the
cognitive psychological tradition, the dissertation addresses the need to attend to other

aspects of the construct, such as the aesthetic and intuitive, or unreasoned.



The complexity of epistemological assessment raises questions regarding the
underlying assumptions of the theory, as well as the underlying assumptions of the
measurement instruments. Much of the research on personal epistemology to date has
focused on Perry’s notion of epistemology as ‘beliefs’. However, its nature, as evidenced
by many studies, is much more complex in that what is claimed as ‘beliefs’ does not
always manifest as such, especially when it comes to various disciplinary domains and
contexts. A proposition that personal epistemology is a system of resources—a cognitive
machine that enables organizing and manipulating knowledge—have been advanced
recently by Hammer and associates (Hammer & Elby, 2002). At the end of my analysis, I
speculate in favor of this proposition and suggest a theoretical model of the construct of
personal epistemology, which I use for outlining my future research agenda (see
‘POSTSKEPTICAL’ INSIGHTS). The major body of analysis, however, presents the
study of a much smaller scale that aimed to test the projective technique as an alternative

method for eliciting and evaluating personal epistemologies.

This study explores the possibility of a method that is unique for current
epistemological research. This is the first use of this type of a methodology for
uncovering personal epistemologies in a non-directive way. Naturally, I expected that the
first results of applying this approach would not be definitive, but rather would elicit
some fruitful questions from opponents about possible alternative interpretations. In other
words, my intent in doing this study has been to begin revealing issues that have to be

taken into consideration in future studies when using the projective technique. I anticipate



the findings of this study to be fruitful for my future research on personal epistemologies

within the contexts of Higher and Adult Education.

This study is completed within the context of the teacher preparation program at
Michigan State University, which offered me a flexible and supportive exploratory

platform.

The structure of the manuscript
I have organized this manuscript around 5 questions that seem to be salient for this

study:

1) What is ‘personal epistemology,” how this construct is defined, and what challenges
in the current research have driven this study? (Chapter ONE)

2) Why did I choose my own class as a research site? (Chapter TWO)

3) Why did I choose the movie “Renaissance Man™ as a projective device and how did
this choice contributed to the shaping of the analytic tool? (Chapters THREE and
FOUR)

4) What challenges did I encounter while working with ambiguity in this
methodological study? (Chapter FIVE)

5) What lessons did I learn and what possible avenues might this study offer for future

research and teaching practice? (Conclusion)

In the end, I share with some speculative thoughts derived from the analysis and

useful for a broader theoretical and empirical work in studying personal epistemologies



(‘Postsceptical Insights’). In Appendix A, I share some examples of student work other
than their reflective essays to the “Renaissance Man” (‘Performative Essays’). These
examples provide basis for an additional reflective commentary in support of some of the
considerations discussed earlier in the manuscript. They also intend to illustrate the
potency of the learner-created multiple interpretive texts as vehicles for promoting the

externalization of the learners’ personal epistemologies.

I will walk the reader through the chapters of the manuscript, offering my current
thinking with regard to these questions and hoping to elicit new questions among the

readers that would initiate a fruitful discussion of the issues addressed in this study.



ONE

Personal epistemologies of researchers of personal epistemologies:

Theoretical, rhetorical, and methodological issues in current research

Since the seminal work of Perry (1970) on the epistemological development of
college students, educators’ interest in this phenomenon has grown dramatically.
Regardless of the disciplinary affiliation—whether it is cognitive psychology.
developmental psychology, higher or adult education, or science education —scholars are
trying to find a common ground in defining the conceptual clarity related to the construct
of personal epistemology. The pool of reports on studies in epistemology has been
rapidly increasing within the last few years. These reports suggest, however, that,
although researchers have made many efforts to conceptualize the intricate nature of
personal epistemology, as well as find reliable ways to measure what they define as
epistemology, they still face many challenges.

The list of challenges begins with defining the construct. Literature on personal
epistemology offers a wide variety of professional terms used to define the construct, and
these terms appear in combination with the adjective ‘epistemological’: stance / position /
belief / theory / thinking / cognition(s) / resources / perceptions / framework / reasoning
skills /attitudes, and others. Therefore, it takes some effort for a reader to figure out the
personal epistemological assumptions of researchers that are underlying both their stance
on the nature of the construct, and their interpretation of what they claim are the personal

epistemologies of the individuals in the studies. Multiple definitions also make it difficult



to summarize trends in research. and to develop generalizations across the studies on
personal epistemologies.

A question being raised today is whether researchers need a common construct
defined in common terms: Is it even a good idea? The worthiness of having some sort of
consensus in defining the construct becomes more evident through consideration of the
challenges in the current research on personal epistemology. In this chapter, I will briefly
describe some of these challenges, including the conflicting views. I have focused my
description of the challenges around particular issues, which motivated this study: issues
of defining the construct, the ontological nature of the construct, conceptualization of its

components. and issues related to measurement.

Defining the Construct

While there is no consensus on which of the above definitions best represents
personal epistemology, most of the literature agrees on the proposition that this construct
concerns an individual’s stance toward the nature of knowledge and the nature of
knowing. Two general propositions describe the current dominating perspectives on

personal epistemology.

Proposition 1: Personal epistemology is developmental, development is the aim of
education (Kohlberg, 1969), and thus part of the goal of education is to foster
epistemological development. Stage theories of epistemological development introduced
by Perry (1970) state that epistemological thinking develops in unidimensional stages.

The key phrases of this model are “sophisticated™ and “over the course of development™



(Pintrich, 2002, 401). Kitchener (1983) considered epistemic cognition as a monitoring
process that occurs in the solving of ill-structured problems. Kitchener and King (1994)
introduced Reflective Judgment, a seven-stage model of development that encompasses
both personal epistemology and the skills of critical thinking. Openness to new
interpretation is a key element of this model. Kuhn (1991) speaks of evaluative
epistemologists (the highest level) as open to the possibility that their theories may be
modified by genuine interchange. Baxter-Magolda, Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and
Tarule (1986) furthered this line of research by adding the lenses of age, gender,
ethnicity, and social class, coining a term of ‘connecting learning’, and addressing the
question: “How come so many smart women feel so dumb?

This line of research has been concerned with illuminating the processes by which
individuals make meaning. One of the major challenges stemming today from this
theoretical model relates to the timing of restructuring and shifts in personal
epistemologies (Chandler et al, 2002). Methodological issues related to the meaning
imposed by the researcher’s questions, limitations to internal validity due to self-
selection, as well as the way in which variations in the sophistication of thinking for
different epistemological dimensions might be treated developmentally, remain to be

addressed in this area of research (Pintrich, 2002).

Proposition 2: Personal epistemology exists in the form of beliefs, or theories,
and what is learned is strongly affected by the epistemological beliefs that individuals

hold (Ryan, 1984; Schommer, 1990; Schommer et al., 1992; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997).

¥ The question was worded by Mary Belenky (in Clinchy. 2002).



This proposition implies that epistemologies are modeled along multiple dimensions
which are relatively independent and imply the notion of ‘having’ or ‘not having’ either
simplistic or more sophisticated epistemological beliefs. The widely used Schommer's
(1990) Epistemological Beliefs Questionnaire employs a Likert-type scale to assess
independent dimensions of epistemological beliefs. These dimensions include: (1) the
stability of knowledge (tentative to unchanging); (2) the structure of knowledge (isolated
bits to integrated concepts); (3) the source of knowledge (‘given by authority’ to self-
reasoned); (4) the speed of knowledge acquisition (quick-all-or-none to gradual); (5)
control of knowledge (fixed at birth to life-long improvement) (Schommer-Aikins. 2002.
104).

One of the methodological problems with this model stems from the psychometric
validity issues that originate in the questionnaire instruments and statistical analytical
procedures. As Wood & Kardash (2002) argue, many such procedures fail to verify the
assignment of individual survey items to the five hypothesized dimensions by factor
analyzing the individual items. When Wood & Kardash looked at how the items in
Schommer’s (1990) and Jehng at al.’s (1993) survey actually load on the factors to which
they have been assigned a priori by the researchers, substantial discrepancies have been
found. Some of the researchers doubt that personal epistemology can be reliably
measured through self-report responses matching the pre-defined criteria on Likert-type
scales.

Besides the issue of the demand-characteristics (influences of respondents’
expectations of what they ‘ought to be’ responding on a survey item), there is also doubt

as to whether evaluation of personal epistemology can be valid when done out of the



context within which this epistemology is supposed to be applied. From the perspective
of this line of research, it also appears difficult to explain how the individual cognitive
and contextual factors work together to promote or constrain certain epistemological

behavior or its alterations.

Issues outlined for both of the above theoretical models, particularly those related
to the temporal and contextual aspects of restructuring and shifts in personal
epistemologies, reveal a key challenge researchers face at the stage of theory building—
one of understanding the ontology of the construct. The question to ask is: What
ontological assumptions do researchers hold regarding the nature of personal
epistemology when they intend to measure it? A related question is what those
assumptions are when researchers intend to capture individuals’ personal epistemology
out of the context of its application (which is often the case with clinical interviews and

questionnaires). The next section attends to both of these questions.

‘Ontological unitarity’ versus ‘manifold ontology: Researchers' stances on the nature
of the construct
There appears to be a substantial diversity among the researchers’ individual
stances. Within the last decade, literature on personal epistemologies has revealed
competing claims about the ontological nature of the construct. Coming primarily from
research on conceptual change (DiSessa, 1993; Minsky, 1986), a significant doubt has
developed around the relevance of representation of the construct in the form of single,

uni-dimensional beliefs or traits. Such representation implies what some of the



researchers label an *ontological unitarity’ (Dennet, 1991; Hammer & Elby, 2002); that
is, a stance on the nature of epistemology which presumes that the construct can be
comprised of unitary ‘parts’ or ‘single agents’ (Minsky, 1986). It is this ‘unitarity’ of the
researcher’s stance, guiding the majority of the studies for the last 20 years, that has been
raising questions in the recent literature on personal epistemology. Many researchers of
personal epistemologies, Hammer and Elby argue (2002), have presumed the ontology of
“beliefs” as “essentially unitary components of essentially stable epistemologies.” This is

how these authors explain their use of the word ‘unirary "

By unitary we mean that each belief corresponds to a unit of cognitive
structure, which an individual either does or does not possess. Construed
in this way, epistemological beliefs are analogous to the “concepts” or
“conceptions” posited as elements of cognitive structure [and]... taking
the form of theories or traits (Hammer & Elby, 2002, pp. 170-171).
Some researchers have argued, however, that the ontology of personal epistemology does
not seem to fit the notion of ‘beliefs’ or “traits,’ because the latter tends to assemble the
models of personal epistemologies in a mechanistic way, as if comprised of separate and
substitutable parts (diSessa, 1993; Hammer & Elby. 2002; Minsky, 1986). From the
perspective of the traits or beliefs, the ineffective ‘parts’-like epistemologies are to be
substituted by more sophisticated ones-at the end of the educational process. Such a
perspective is questioned today due to the findings in some of the studies, particularly
those that suggest inconsistency of personal epistemologies across disciplinary domains
(Hofer & Pintrich, 1997a; Stodolsky, Salk, and Glaessner. 1991). Hammer & Elby

(2002), for example, argue that in considering naive epistemologies to be made up of

belief-like constructs such as “knowledge is certain, " current perspectives on



epistemology offer no account of what may be “the raw material from which students
could develop new structures, such as ‘knowledge is contingent on context and

0

perspective’” (p. 170). Attributing the experience of meaning making to ‘ontological
unitarity,’ that is explaining this experience by the single, substitutable theories or traits,
is comparable to understanding of “complex behavior, such as bird flocking, as having a
single, central, organizing source” (Wilensky & Resnick, 1999).

Stemming from this difficulty in ascribing a certain ontological form to the
construct of epistemology, an alternative theoretical model arose. It states that
epistemologies are better described as a system of cognitive resources or repertoires
responsible for the forms and processes by which knowledge is organized and
manipulated along multiple dimensions (diSessa, 1993; Bell & Linn, 2002; Hammer &
Elby, 2002). In the process of learning, more fine-grained epistemological resources are
activated and engaged in ways that are context dependent. Such a stance on the nature of
personal epistemology is labeled as ‘manifold ontology ' (Hammer, 2000). DiSessa (1993)
has proposed such ontology in the form of ‘p-prims,’ ‘phenomenological primitives,’
which he assembled into a model explaining the students’ way of making intuitive sense
of physics. Following this line of conceptualization of the construct, Lising and Elby
(2002) talk about the form of epistemology as a “template for organizing knowledge™

(such as stories, rules. and rule systems), and epistemological activities as “ways of

manipulating knowledge” (brainstorming. checking. and so on).

Dependency on the domain-specific knowledge is emphasized particularly

strongly in this perspective. Hammer & Elby (2002) affirm that “there is no reason to



expect that what an individual believes about knowledge in the realm of interpersonal
relations, for example. about knowing and learning how to get along with others, must be
consistent with what he or she believes about knowing and learning in an introductory
physics course” (p.173). Stodolsky, Salk, and Glaessner (1991) similarly suggest that
beliefs the students hold about knowledge and learning in math can vary from beliefs the
same students hold about knowledge and learning in social studies. Hofer and Pintrich’s
(1997a) study showed differences between students’ beliefs about knowledge and
learning associated with psychology and science. The findings reported by these
researchers suggest that research methodologies should be sensitive to the contexts in

which the construct of personal epistemology is measured.

‘Hot Cognition ' Versus ‘Cold Cognition': The Conceptualization Divide

Despite the diverse definitions used for the construct of personal epistemology in
the studies mentioned, what all of the theoretical models described above share is their
concern with an individual stance toward the nature of knowledge and nature of knowing.
The various ways in which researchers conceptualize both of these dimensions within the
construct, however, reveal the particular challenge that motivated my study, that of over-

intellectualization of the construct.

Nature of knowledge is generally conceptualized in research on personal
epistemologies as fixed / unambiguous versus a more fluid view (knowledge is tentative

and evolving). It is the definition of knowledge itself that leads us to pay close attention



to the rhetorical and conceptual issues revealing themselves across the various camps of
researchers.
A divide in conceptualization of the nature of knowledge is particularly vivid in
Dole & Sinatra’s (1994) description of differences between the social and cognitive
psychologists, which indicates a particular focus on ‘hot cognition '—the affective factors
like motivation, interest, and beliefs. According to their review of literature, such a focus
has revealed itself in the cognitive research studies that attribute the central role to the
construct of prior knowledge (Dole & Sinatra, 245). That trend of research, while having
recognized that there are ‘important affective as well as cognitive processes that influence
learners as they struggle to make sense out of the instruction they receive” (Dole &
Sinatra, 245), has not addressed the affective processes in empirical studies. This means
that affect still remains an important area for an empirical investigation. Importantly, it
still requires further conceptualization as well, since the social and cognitive
psychologists attribute differing meanings to this construct as they differentiate between
affect and cognition, as well as between knowledge and evaluation of knowledge.
According to Dole and Sinatra (1994), social psychologists make the following
distinctions:
1) Cognition is referred to within specific contexts of their studies as thought or
knowledge, and is defined as an unexamined statement.
2) Affect is referred to as feelings, emotion or evaluation of knowledge, the latter being
associated with the ‘commitment to the truthfulness of knowledge defined as the
belief." Social psychologists conceptualize beliefs as memory representations

consisting of networks of associations. A network of beliefs builds up an attitude,



thus subsuming beliefs under attitudes about an object. “Object’ can refer to anything

from concrete objects, to people, to abstract ideas or positions or views about

something (Dole and Sinatra, 1994, pp. 248-249).

Cognitive psychologists, on the other hand, refer to knowledge when studying
thinking, as opposed to affective constructs like feelings, attitudes, and motivation. Eagly
and Chaiken (1993) speculate that affective constructs were not considered to be a part of
the study of cognition, because they did not fit into the information-processing approach
adopted by cognitive psychology during the cognitive revolution. Cognitive
psychologists conceptualize knowledge as the schema or schemata of cognitive
processes. The interconnected and interrelated sets of schemata are reflected in beliefs, or
in world-views. Or, as Spiro and associates (1996) put it, “the epistemic world-views are
beliefs about the phenomena of the world that prefigure the form knowledge schemata
will take for an individual™ (S 51).

Similar to social psychologists, cognitive psychologists use the term schema to
describe the nature of knowledge storage and representation in memory (Anderson &
Pearson, 1984). It does not seem, however, that their discussions of schemata include
affective factors. nor was I able to identify cognitive empirical research addressing those

factors.

Nature of knowing can be described by (1) the source of knowledge and (2) the
Jjustification for knowledge. The source of knowledge is commonly presented as a
continuum from the idea that knowledge originates outside the self and resides in external

authority from whom it may be transmitted, to the conception of self as ‘knower’ with the
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ability to construct knowledge in interaction with others (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, 120).
This line of conceptualization of the nature of knowing is still often approached as a
rather ‘cold-cognition’-type process. A fruitful part of this work is that it points to the
mechanism of change in personal epistemology. The evolving conception of self as
knower would be a developmental turning point within the change of personal
epistemology. There is a lack of empirical studies addressing this developmental issue;
therefore, research is needed to elicit the possible origins of such turning points.

There is some empirical work, however, that seems to attend to the affective and
intuitive aspects of personal epistemology. Researchers involved in this line of
conceptualization consider the source of knowledge from the perspective of attitudes.
Attitudes constitute an affective domain of thinking, thus pointing researchers to a way of
coming to know which Belenky describes as an intuitive reaction, personally experienced
(Belenky et.al., 1986). According to Belenky and her associates, knowledge can be
perceived as coming in the form of intuition. This compelling argument, used to prompt
responses and describe the women's ways of knowing, can be extended toward a
fundamental conceptual proposition that a researcher would make when designing the
study of the participants’ epistemological beliefs. Despite of the fruitful work of Belenky
and colleagues, the outcome of their research has been claimed biased with gender-
related issues (due to the sampling of women only) and there is still lack of an empirical
demonstration of the validity of such a proposition.

The conceptualization of the second component of this dimension, justification

_for knowledge, also appears to be over-intellectualized. In the majority of the studies,

justification for knowledge is treated as merely a ‘cold-cognition,” or cognitive process



(as implied by the early cognitive psychologists). Hofer and Pintrich (1997) summarize
these considerations: “As individuals learn to evaluate evidence and to substantiate and
justify their beliefs, they move through a continuum of dualistic beliefs to the multiplistic
acceptance of opinions to reasoned justification for beliefs” (p. 120). King and
Kitchener’s (1994) model, for example, by focusing on students’ reasoning and
justification for their epistemological thinking, reveals such a cognitive focus rather
explicitly. This model implies a highly rationalized way of coming to know as it
measures the objective intellectual skills of argument and judgment. It reveals,
particularly, the value of the reasoned argument as “worthwhile, and as the most
productive path to knowledge and informed understanding” (Kuhn & Weinstock, 2002. p.
138). This value seems to be increasingly dominant in modern American culture.

Schommer’s (1994) model, on the contrary, describes students” epistemological
beliefs as relatively unexamined beliefs or assumptions. Though this dimension of
Schommer’s construct remains empirically not demonstrated, it seems to point in the
direction of research that would focus on other patterns of epistemological development.
Specifically, it would be valuable to examine the intuitive ways of coming to know.
Therefore, I would extend the continuum of change in this dimension of epistemological
beliefs as it is described by Hofer & Pintrich (1997, p. 112)—on its higher level—to the
acceptance of unreasoned, but rather ‘sensed’ (i.e., felt, seen, heard, imagined).
justification for personal beliefs.

My assumption here is supported in part by the memoirs of some well-known
scientists and mathematicians describing how they have come to know what they have

discovered. “Most striking at first is this appearance of sudden illumination, a manifest

9
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sign of long, unconscious prior work, ’-wrote Henri Poincaré-“The role of this
unconscious work in mathematical invention appears to me incontestable, and traces of it
would be found in other cases where it is less evident” (Poincaré, The foundations of
science). Albert Einstein emphasized too the role of the unconscious work of the mind,
before the idea can be written or spoken. In the letter to Jacques Hadamard, he wrote
about the visual and motor images that played with each other in a combinatory manner.
These images became the essential feature of his thought—well “before there is any
connection with logical construction in words or other kinds of signs, which can be
communicated to others” (in Hadamard, 1996). The history of the 20™ century scientists
is recorded in biographies as a continuous discovery through a play with mental
images—amorphous, hard to articulate in the beginning, and constantly changing. The
challenge for me as a researcher would be to find the indicants of such imaginations that
can be inferred toward the unconscious aesthetic selection of ideas, hence, toward certain
personal epistemologies. In any case, the fact of revealing the imagining of justification,
whether verbally or visually, can inform about the contextual origins of the ‘sensed’ or

intuitive justification. I will return to the contextual issue later in this chapter.

The ontological and theoretical assumptions of each model of personal
epistemology described earlier in this chapter provide the basis from which stances on
what knowledge counts most, and how that knowledge is acquired, derive. Since
education deals with knowledge, a conceptual understanding of how personal
epistemology relates to knowledge acquisition. or learning, would help clarify the real

focus of the many disputes of the ‘effective’ teaching practices. The question is whether
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an individual’s stance on the nature of learning is part of the construct of personal
epistemology. Attending to the rhetorical differences and their underlying ontological
stances implied by the research methods and popular educational practices seems to be a
legitimate starting point for facilitating clearer focus on the significant epistemological

issues embedded in such disputes.

Does Personal Epistemology Include ‘Beliefs about Learning’?

Much work on personal epistemology has assumed that this construct relates to
the individual’s learning as well as the individual’s stance on the nature of learning, or
what it has been generally called ‘beliefs about learning. ' There have been differences,
however, in defining this relation. Stemming from the implicit ontological and theoretical
assumptions described above, the rhetoric of research on personal epistemology has
coined the various terms for describing each of the theoretical models: developmentalist,
trait-oriented, and contextualist, or resources-oriented (notes from the plenary session on
research in epistemologies, 2002 AERA. New Orleans). The three corresponding
underlying ontological positions imply different outcomes of interest in the learning
process. In the first case, epistemological development is the outcome variable often seen
as indicative of broader intellectual development. In the second, it is typically an
academic performance that is the dependent measure, and beliefs are seen to affect or
mediate that. In the third, the outcome might be knowledge construction influenced by
epistemological resources that have been activated in the process of meaning making. We
thus embrace three implied methodological assumptions of the empirical evidence for the

relationship between epistemology and learning. hence a sound emphasis on identifying




academic achievements of the participants in the studies of personal epistemologies
(Schommer, 1990, 1993; Qian & Pan, 2002).

More so, some of the researchers logically assume that the individuals’ stances on
the nature of learning, that is, on the phenomenon by which people learn and come to
understand, are part and parcel of personal epistemologies (Pintrich, 2002). Under this
assumption, if individuals make an ontological commitment to a particular stance
regarding certainty of knowledge (i.e., absolutist versus relativistic, as in Perry’s work),
then they will perceive and think about their experience in a certain manner (Perry, 1970;
King & Kitchener, 1994; Baxter-Magolda, 2001; Belenky et al, 1986; Schommer, 1993;
Hofer & Pintrich, 1997).

Empirical evidence for such an assumption varies among the methodologies.
Baxter Magolda (1992), for example, studied how epistemological development affects
interpretations of educational experiences. Her interviewing methodology suggests that
the individuals’ stances about knowledge are closely related to stances about learning,
teaching, and intelligence (innate ability). Other studies that utilize open-ended
interviews (Perry, 1970), classroom observations (Hogan, 1999), and case studies that are
conducted in a manner closely aligned to the context of learning (Hammer, 1994) provide
demonstrations of methodological approaches that connected construct of personal
epistemology to the individual’s stance on the nature of learning. At the same time, Wood
and Kardash (2002) point at some factor analytic work that demonstrates the beliefs
about knowledge (certainty, simplicity, source, stability) and knowing
(reasoning/justification) are separable dimensions from beliefs about learning

(quick/slow, easy/complex). This empirical divergence in findings reflects the varying
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theoretical and ontological assumptions of the different models of personal
epistemologies. As Pintrich (2002) points it out, “it is not surprising that models that start
with an assumption of different dimensions, and then use self-report questionnaires with
separate items reflecting the different dimensions, ultimately find factor structures that
uses three, four, or five or more separable dimensions” (p. 303). There is a need,
therefore, for the use of more experimental methodologies that probe different theoretical
models. Pintrich suggests, for example, that the attempts to represent personal
epistemology with the help of theoretical models that resemble a ‘network,’ or a ‘state,’
rather than a trait or theory, might help with a definition problem. Such new models can
also help clarify the relationship between personal epistemology and the individual’s

stance on the nature of learning.

On the Issue of Context

The evaluation of personal epistemologies and its potential component—the
individual’s stance on the nature of learning—faces a particular methodological
challenge: to avoid the problem of de-contextualization inherent in many of the current
studies. The majority of the methodological approaches ask participants to make
generalized responses about their views of learning without regard to context, thus
ignoring the profoundly different experiences that the participants observed to have in
different contexts—different classes, grade levels, and formal/informal experiences. To
address this methodological issue, it is important to consider contextually sensitive
models of personal epistemology at the stage of theory building. The model of

epistemology as resources advocated by Hammer & Elby (2002) appears to be
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particularly sensitive to the issue. Similarly, Hofer and Pintrich’s (1997) theory-oriented
model, lately described by Hofer as a process, underlines the peculiar role of the context
in activation of certain personal epistemologies. ‘epistemological beliefs organized into

theories” (Hofer, 2001).

In this study, I have attempted to attend to the issue of context sensitivity at two
levels: conceptually and methodologically. At the conceptual level, I reconsidered the
notion of context for epistemological behavior. The prior research on epistemological
development has addressed the issue of context as related to gender, age, or ethnicity. I
instead, conceptualized the context by focusing on the aspects of aesthetics and affect (in
addition to the domain-specific aspects, on which I comment below). I anticipated that
these aspects play an important role as significant ingredients of the context, within
which I anticipated my students’ personal epistemologies to apply. By doing so. I
hypothesized that aesthetics and affect provide for intuitive antecedents of personal
epistemologies. My hypothesis borrows from the propositions established by the
philosophers and psychologists acknowledging the role of intuition and imagination in
thinking and relating to the world (Amheim, 1969, 1996; Bakhtin, 1984: Dewey, 1934,
1938; Eisner, 1994; 1998; Green, 1995). While I certainly did not expect to find a one-
on-one correspondence between affect that might emerge within an aesthetic experience
and the epistemological behavior (application or manifestation of personal
epistemologies). I anticipated finding some proof of a significant relationship between the

two.



At the methodological level, I have attempted to elicit and evaluate the students’
personal epistemologies within the context of a course, in which themes of learning,
knowledge, and knowing were at the core of the instructional content and were processed
by the students in a variety of ways. The particular concept of the visual projective
device, which I am testing in this study, probes whether (and, if so, how) the students’
interpretations of their visual experience—watching and reflecting on a movie—may
inform about their ideas about knowledge as well as the nature of knowing (or ways of

going about knowledge).

Based on my interpretation of the literature referred to above, I would describe the
two major dimensions of an individuals personal epistemology— nature of knowledge
and the nature of knowing- as relying on the following propositions:

- these dimensions are related to each other in coherent and internally consistent ways

- they make some important distinctions about knowledge, and

- they shape an explanatory framework for thinking about knowledge and coming to
know.

These propositions allow me to assume that when I ask students what they think about

learning and/or teaching, I might find some ideas in their responses that would reveal

their thinking about one or both of the two dimensions.

Conclusion
In this chapter I have described several challenges in research on personal
epistemologies that were particularly influential in motivating this study. While

reviewing the current literature, I addressed specifically the problems researchers face in
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defining the construct, over-intellectualization of the construct and its dimensions, and
methodological challenges in providing sensitive accounts of contextual aspects as well
as the affective and intuitive dimensions of personal epistemologies. Trying to tune into
the varying rhetoric adopted by different camps of researchers, I paid particular attention
to the ways in which researchers conceptualize the link between personal epistemology
and the individual’s stance on the nature of learning. These conceptual links, as I
understood them from the reviewed literature, helped me to conceptualize the framework
for my study. I felt it reasonable to launch the study with the assumption that the
students’ statements related to the nature of learning, and similarly, their statements
regarding the nature of teaching or features of the instructional environment would allow
me to make inferences regarding the students’ personal epistemologies. I was also
prepared to pay attention to any possible indicants of the affective or intuitive aspects of
personal epistemologies, if they were revealed in the data. Finally, the definitional and
empirical divergence I found in the literature suggested significant variability in the
researchers’ individual stances on the nature of the construct, thus laying the ground for

my own speculative thinking which was eventually stimulated as this study unfolded.



TWO
Why My Own Class?

The study examines reflective essays, written by the students in response to
watching a film that is provocative in terms of possible interpretation of the encapsulated
in the film events and behaviors in relation to teaching and learning. I located this study
within the context of the class, which I developed and taught myself at the time, for two
major reasons. The first one relates to representation of what I learned in this study and
the necessity of being conscious about my role as researcher. It is important to clarify
that I chose a movie “Renaissance Man” because, besides serving as a projective device
for eliciting the students’ personal epistemologies, it encapsulates many ideas, which are
characteristic of my teaching philosophy. The act of watching and interpreting this movie
became an inseparable part of a larger contextual background within which the course
unfolded. Some aspects of this larger context might have affected the students’ responses
to this movie by fostering their epistemologies. At the same time, my role as a researcher,
and my sensitivity to concerns of epistemology and ontology. becomes more visible
through a description of my role as designer of the instructional environment.

The second reason is of a methodological nature. By collecting my students’
responses in a regular class meeting, and as if these represented a regular classroom
assignment, I presumed the possibility to trigger the students’ cognitive dispositions
different from those triggered in the context of a clinical interview or a direct paper-and-
pencil questionnaire. The latter are far removed from contexts of learning in which

epistemological dispositions are supposed to apply. In other words, in the context of my



class, I anticipated being able to draw results on personal epistemologies from the sources
cognitively different, in terms of their contents and range, from those usually ‘activated’
when the assessment of epistemology is administered through interviews or
questionnaires.

A particular effort that I pursued as teacher was promoting and prompting the
students’ aesthetic experiences throughout the course (I describe this effort in more detail
in the next section). As researcher, I wanted to use the context of aesthetic experiences, as
well as the emotionality attached to these experiences, in the assumption that these
contexts are especially potent in terms of ‘conditioning’ (or ‘activating’) the students’
cognitive dispositions. With the help of an accumulating effect of such contexts, I hoped
to reveal a richer range of personal epistemologies at the time when the students reflect
on the movie.

With these two aspects of the study in mind, I find it important to clarify my
teaching stance and the contextual particulars of the instructional environment I sought to

foster.

My Teaching Philosophy
Three key beliefs about the purpose of education of adult learners shape my
teaching philosophy.

In sociological terms, to help learners acknowledge and appreciate the unique qualities of
their Selves as persons, citizens, and individuals capable to contribute to a societal good.
In a way, any learning experience may become a civic and cross-cultural lesson as much
as professional education through a continuous exploration of Self in relation to others
and ‘otherness’ (new disciplinary concepts, etc.). The teacher’s role is to help develop
empathetic knowing of a new subject, idea, or relationship.
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In pedagogical terms, to offer intertextually rich learning environments that would allow
for both intellectual and imaginative ways of learning to play their equally important
roles in disciplinary-specific domains, as well as in the broader area of skills and
knowledge.
In developmental psychological terms, to help become cognitively flexible with the
disciplinary concepts, and also be comfortable with applying these concepts across the
contexts and over time. Such flexibility, in turn, becomes a driving force for the
continuous and holistic personal and professional growth.
My general approach to the designing and teaching of any course emphasizes the
fundamental importance of experiential knowing, for it is “through the actual experience
of something that we intuitively apprehend its essence: we feel, enjoy and understand it
as reality” (Fals-Borda & Rahman, 1991, p.4). To me, coming to know is possible
through the act of creating new forms—a new understanding, a new pattern of interaction
with people or materials. or a new way of relating to the world. I see a process of creating
of a new form—whether by an artist or a scientist—as an aesthetic experience. In other
words, we actually come to know through an aesthetic experience, with its internal
coherence and a sense of fit. My efforts in designing instructional environments aim,
therefore, toward creating conditions that allow for aesthetic experiences to take place.
One essential building block in creating such an instructional environment is
seeking the ways to promote the development of social reliance (always context-and
group-specific for each and every course), which would shape the culture of the group
and condition both the individual and the collective creativity. By collective culture I
mean the emergent system of values, communicative exchanges, and vocabularies that

the group of participants come to recognize and accept as common within the given

learning experience (or setting). Commonality in recognizing the values, communicative
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exchanges, and vocabularies can emerge from the complexity of the common tasks, when
each task has multiple dimensions to it (layers of the underlying themes and purposes).

Another building block of the complex instructional environment is the
multiplicity of texts that the participants engage. These texts—verbal, as well as non-
verbal (hypertexts, auditory, visual, etc.}—allow for various levels of intellectual
intensity and demand various kinds of engagement by the participants. Over years of
trials, I observed that students not simply produce their own “art” as an end product.
They also find inspiration in the content and context of each project to engage into the
process of further creating. From the literature on the prevalent theories of art, I have
seen that “the periods of strong development of personality, or of constructive
individualism have always been among the highest periods of artistic productivity”
(Rank, 17). My major task as a teacher is, therefore, to reveal the cultural origins of style
and the psychological origins of type” of the students’ creations. This knowledge helps
me gain ideas about the relevant ways in which I can introduce a particular disciplinary
concept (in a session), or an array of such concepts within a disciplinary area (in a course
or a curriculum).

The multidimensionality of tasks, as well as the diversity of the texts, introduced
by the teacher or created by the students, intends to help students take a step beyond their
formal college setting and reflect on their past and present learning experiences,

including those in ‘informal’ settings. Such a step can bridge theory and practice in their

* Style is related to the aspect of the students’ work that stems from their cultural background. The students’ cultural
background is influenced, in part, by the culture of a specific group they belong to. Within the context of a college
class, over the course of a semester, the group develops its own culture characterized by a specific vocabulary and a
repertoire of possible behaviors (interpretations, reactions. ways of expressing ideas, etc.). The teacher can watch the
evolution of the students’ creative work, which represents their current thinking and is embedded in their cultural
beliefs at the time.

Tyvpe is referring to the aspect of the students’ work. which is derived from their individual personalities.
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minds, as well as help gain a deeper appreciation of their own ways of learning. Students
can see that their own experiences can be interpreted differently—both by themselves,
over time, as they proceed from one task to another, and by others. Importantly, the
students can come to appreciate the value of analyzing their own learning and to do so in
the company of peers—a habit of high significance in the teaching profession. As I watch
my students develop their habits of reflecting, I gain new insights on the design of
instructional environments that walk us, together, through an aesthetic experience of
coming to know. The more individual creations by my students force the collective “art”
of the class into new paths. the more such ideas about the ‘relevant’ ways stimulate my

thinking.

As a researcher who has learned to reflect on my own practice early in my
teaching career I came to focus on the motives and processes that transform a student’s
creative impulse into what Otto Rank calls the “art-achievements of high aesthetic value™
(Rank, 8). In other words, I want to know how to help a person reveal his or her
intellectual and emotional resources in order to prompt this person to create something
original—a new form of understanding, for instance. So that the person then is able to
make a meaning of this creation that would enable his or her understanding of and
capacity to apply a domain-specific idea or a concept. Such focus led me to the approach

in eliciting personal epistemologies. which I probe in this study.
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Weaving the Webs: The Ways the Aesthetic Enters the Play

Three important components of this course will seem unusual

in terms of its structure and flow: time, space, and relationships.

You might expect much of loosely structured activities, spontaneity, and

movement in class that will rely on your creativity and imagination...

Learning to teach demands that we surface our inner selves, study the experience

of others, apply theoretical concepts to what we do, and raise questions about our

current assumptions and beliefs (Course Syllabus, TE-150, Reflections on

Learning, 2000).

In my sections of TE-150, ‘Reflections on Learning’—an introductory course in
Educational Psychology mandatory to all Teacher Education majors—I experimented
with various instructional designs. Each semester, I developed a version of the course to
include three important modalities through which the students could reflect on their
learning experiences. These modalities include:

1) Reading of various texts—printed, video, and web-based—followed by a dramatized
interpretation.

2) Autobiographical writing and periodic revision of that writing in light of the issues
that rose in the students’ readings, as well as their interactions.

3) Continuous situating of the disciplinary concepts introduced in class within the
contexts of the students’ experiences. both in and outside the classroom. Interpreting
these experiences in creative ways (such as painting, drawing. sculpting. drama,
movement, computer-based design, and video-production).

A series of interactive classroom events, within which the students engaged in
continual acts of expressing their thinking by using multiple forms of expression, served

to both introduce the theoretical conventions of Educational Psychology and surface the

students’ own views on the nature of learning and knowing.



How did this instruction look like on a typical day? On a typical day, we might
begin by spending twenty minutes sharing our autobiographical story of the week; we
might then examine some of the particulars of the learning experiences we shared—the
‘What,’ the ‘How,’ and the ‘Why’ of those stories. Later, we might analyze the student-
created documentary of the ‘learning opportunities’ inside/outside the academic
classroom. A typical day would also include 3-4 students in the class conducting a
‘teaching session’ of the topic of their interest for their classmates. I, in turn, would
include among other instructional materials a hyper-media case of the students’ work
from their earlier projects in order to prompt a discussion and reflection. Besides
revealing the multiple ways of viewing a complex phenomenon, the technology
component augmented my effort to force the students to pick the facets of a concept (one
that related to educational psychology) within the contexts of their own experience.

Students had a number of projects underway at one time. This is more difficult for
some students than for others. Although it is challenging and can be confusing, it is also
an inevitable characteristic of the work of teaching: At all times a teacher is working on
a large number of fronts: preparing for a variety of classes or subject matters, doing long-
term unit planning while preparing for the next day's teaching, balancing one's own
teaching goals with the new school curriculum, adjusting previous lesson plans to the
needs of a new group of students, adapting to changes in school schedules, planning time
to get the room arranged for the next class, while juggling a standardized test schedule
and counseling a troubled student etc., etc.” ((Shulman et.al., 2000). It is important,
therefore, for the students to begin to reflect on their thinking in the midst of multiple

tasks and expectations.
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I have taken this approach because of my belief that prospective teachers (like
prospective professionals in any field), who thoughtfully examine their own patterns of
behavior, may then be receptive to thinking about alternative patterns. It is not the writing
of autobiographical stories or the artistic representations that is important, it is the writing
of those stories and the enhanced creativity in the context of learning about the nature of
learning and knowledge which is important, and is seen as a critical instructional aid.
Each student’s creative work became a gestalt in a way—a collection of pieces revealing
some pattern in his or her viewing of learning that required viewing this work as a whole.
We then talked and wrote about those images of learning, trying to make sense of their
subtleties. My goal here was to prompt the students’ detailed descriptions of how they
coped with particular contexts in which they live and learn, and the demands those
contexts placed upon them. Discussions of such descriptions became part of the
curriculum.

By using a combination of printed texts, oral narratives, as well as visual and
kinesthetic images I hoped to free up a space, in which the imaginative and intuitive ways
of knowing would be fostered and would become visible to my students. Within a
relatively short duration of a course (15 weeks), I sought to help my students arrive at a
greater epistemological, intrapersonal, & interpersonal level of complexity. Inviting the
students’ ideas and opinions, framing and analyzing of one and the same issue—nature of
learning—from various perspectives, and fostering students’ creativity and authorship, I
sought to support my students in taking an increasingly active role in the construction of

their understanding of learning and knowledge.



Conclusion

Embedded within an array of expressive and reflective experiences, the act of
interpretation of an ambiguous film shown toward the end of the semester aimed to offer
a space for students to provide their commentary without a direct prescription on the part
of the instructor. I anticipated this commentary to shed light on the students’ personal
epistemologies. By learning about the range of my students’ personal epistemologies I
hoped to gain new cues as to how I might change the specific factors of the instructional
environment in order to activate the students’ own cognitive dispositions and get the
students use those dispositions more reliably in class. So, I don’t think I chose the topic

for this study. Rather, the topic chose me when I was ‘in place’ for it.



THREE

Determining ‘Voices’ and ‘Horizons’:

Designing the Analytic Tool

This study was exploratory classroom research without a formal experimental
design. I analyzed my students’ essays that they wrote in response to the movie
“Renaissance Man” as part of one of the regular classroom assignment. The purpose of
the analysis was to look closely at a single artifact, the students’ written response, and
select compelling cases that reveal different ways of interpretation of the film and are
suggestive of the students’ personal epistemologies. The process of identifying such cases
served to document the potential of using the concept of a projective devise. This concept
implies a dual role of such a devise: (1) that of triggering certain cognitive resources
allowing an individual to make sense of his or her experience with this stimulus; and (2)
that of revealing the nature of those resources to the researcher. In a stringed musical
instrument there is a pin that can be turned to tighten or slacken the strings so as to
regulate their pitch. It forms a projection that serves as some kind of an acoustic
boundary marker. By analogy. the projective devise can manipulate the interpretive
process in certain ways by providing conceptual pegs that link and integrate cognitive
resources, participating in the verbal and nonverbal response. By confronting individuals

with the ambiguity of a theme, or topic, or characters, embedded in such a stimulus, we
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can reveal the epistemic variability inferred from their responses based on the
characteristics and qualities of these responses.”

In this chapter, I briefly introduce the plot of the movie and explain why I chose
the “Renaissance Man ” as a projective device. I then describe how the task was
administered, as well as specify the line of my inquiry that shaped the method of analysis.
I present further the initial findings, which determined the way the analysis proceeded at
its later, advanced phase. Finally, I introduce four individual students’ references to one
and the same scene from the movie. illustrating epistemic variability that was identified at

this early phase of analysis.

What is the “Real Question”?

Here is a brief synopsis of the movie plot:*

Bill Rago is a down-on-his-luck businessman who
“Hobs— desperately takes the only job offered-teaching "thinking
You know what skills" to a group of eight underachieving army recruits. He
increases knowledge? | arrives on base to find that there is no structure set up for the
class. Initially, he assigns the students to write their personal
stories, "Why Did You Join The Army?" without any special

Increases sorrow...

Bill— purpose in mind.
Shakespeare? Something happens while he listens as the students
read their stories, however. One, whose father died in Viet
Hobs— . . .
Bible.. ™ Nam, finishes his story almost in tears.

5 I have not identified anywhere in the literature on research into personal epistemologies reports on the use
of projective devise of any sort, including the movie. While some of the researchers report on using video
in the classrooms under investigation, such use is reported to have sought to foster the students’ discussion
in class, not to elicit the students’ epistemologies. As part of her instructional environment for teaching
model enhanced science curriculum to seventh-graders, Schwarz (2002), for example, has constructed and
showed in class videotape of modern uses of computer simulation models to help students identify
alternative models. Her evaluation of students’ epistemologies of modeling, however, took place in
contexts outside the session within which the students interpreted the content of the video (pre- and post
paper and pencil assessments were conducted in the beginning and the end of the term; an interview was
taken several months after the curriculum and instruction ended). In addition, the video was accompanied
by a set of criteria of ‘good scientific models,’ articulated by the teacher. These criteria set up the
vocabulary quite explicitly (‘accuracy,’ ‘plausible mechanism,’ ‘utility’ and ‘consistency’) (Schwarz. 2002,
p.4).
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To his surprise, Bill feels a true empathy to the young
soldier. He now begins to see him, and the rest, differently.
as individuals, rather than just a "ragtag bunch of
underachieving misfits flunking out of basic military
training". More so. Bill is coming to see his own role in the
class differently. When student asked him about Hamlet, he
dismisses the request, explaining that it is too complicated.
The student challenges him on this- "What, I guess we're not
smart enough?"-and Bill is again forced to reexamine his
role, and his perceptions, in the classroom. "We're here",
they say to him, "We're listening." Responding to this part
request, part plea. Bill accepts the challenge to overcome the
barrier of the students' 'not knowing', the total absence of
their prior knowledge about Shakespeare, literature, and
theater. His intuition and imagination starts working. He tries
first one approach, then another, quickly discarding what
does not work, spontaneously inventing his own teaching as
he searches for ways to communicate to them the intricacies
of Hamlet-"sex, violence, incest. madness, and murder"-
lurking within the rhyme and rhythm of Shakespeare's prose.
This, in turn, infects the students' imagination, things begin
to click; change, in their minds (and his). is happening;
learning is happening.

* The synopsis uses the text, in part. from the course web site I developed as well as from
the abstract presented at: www.markrobertwahlberg.com/renaissance man.htm

Why Renaissance Man?

I used the film “Renaissance Man™ to serve as visual stimuli, the interpretation of
which would present an intellectually ambiguous task. Its ambiguity is not in the absence
of a single unifying narrative structure (in conventional terms), like it is the case in
Fellini’s films. On the contrary, the creators of the “Renaissance Man” convey the plot in
a quite traditional manner—there is a chronological time-line, a core group of the same
characters, and recurring locations easy to recognize. What is ambiguous is Bill Rago’s
teaching philosophy and the student-soldiers™ learning outcomes. As spectators we might

wonder: What are these outcomes and philosophy? Where do they originate? The
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ambiguity of this movie stems from the processing of the questions like these by the
spectators, rather than from the form and structure of the cinematic narrative chosen by
the movie creators (compared to the form and structure in the films by Fellinni, for
instance). There is no straightforward answer to these questions in the movie. Perhaps,
there are as many answers as there are spectators.

Such a movie stands in contrast to the ones that students in a teacher preparation
program would ordinarily watch. More likely, they would watch an excerpt showing, for
instance, a 5"™-grade teacher teaching a math unit. in which specific content, specific
instructional strategies, and specific learning outcomes are highly predictable. In the
context of a course on Educational Psychology, with its focus on the nature of knowledge
and the ways in which people learn, the “Renaissance Man” creates an ambiguous
intellectual task for the viewer: to decide exactly what is taught and what is learned in
Bill Rago’s class. The reflective writing on the ambiguous theme of teaching and learning
in the “Renaissance Man” was open to the respondents” choice of form and genre. It
therefore presented a loosely structured task, involving authorship of the content, form,
and genre of the interpretive response.

The hypothesis that I had was that, within such a loosely structured task, the
students’ verbal expressions might elicit insights that are less consciously acknowledged
by them. In other words, some of the revealed insights can be intuitive, rather than
intellectual in nature. The respondents have to configure the film elements into a
meaningful whole, in the absence of a single marking structure, which would indicate for
them the qualities of behaviors and the nature of events in the film. Such a marking

structure would have helped the respondents make decisions about the nature and origins



of Bill's teaching and the student-soldiers’ learning, or, in other words, would have given
them entrances and exits into their potential responses. It is the absence of such clear
markers with regard to teaching and learning that makes this movie an intellectually
ambiguous enterprise for the students to interpret. To make a sophisticated judgment—in
this case, what exactly is taught and learned—some scholars argue (Amheim, 1969,
1996; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Greene, 1995), requires the intuitive, rather than the
intellectual, dimensions of cognitive resources to come into play. So, I chose a film with
a loosely structured target theme—an almost impressionistic portrayal of ‘teaching &
learning’—and let my respondents choose their own writing style and genre to express
their understanding of this theme. By doing so. I anticipated that some of the insights
revealed might be intuitive in nature. thus illuminating the deeper, often hidden

dimensions of the epistemological orientations underlying the students’ responses.

Introducing the ‘Invisible ' Interviewer

Twenty-one digital video clips from the “Renaissance Man” were shown during a
single session, in a sequence compliant with the original movie plot®. Before the clips
were shown, I passed around the handouts with the six optional questions (Appendix I)
related to the film that intended to:

1) Help students organize their thinking about what they see in the movie.

® | made an educational digital copy of this film (to be used in my sections of this course only). I then
created a web page (Appendix II) specifically designated to this movie, which included a list of names of
the excerpts available, total of 21, along with a brief summary of the focal theme of the movie. The
digitized excerpts were stored on the college server as MPEG-files and were streamed directly from the
server once the web page was opened and the particular clip was selected. The web page designated to the
“Renaissance Man” was linked to the course web site that I developed and maintained. The clips were
available to the students, particularly those who took essays home for completion after the class in which
the movie was shown. Some of the students did use the clips to refresh their memories (they have
mentioned this to me either via e-mail or by noting directly in the essay).
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2) Serve as potential starting points for their interpretive writing.

The students were not required to use the questions. Rather, they were given the
opportunity to decide for themselves about the content and the format of their written
response. There were no ‘norms’ or expected ‘right ways’ for interpretation of, and
writing about, the film. However, the students were asked to defend their choices of
references and interpretation. My purpose in posing this request was to look for the
students’ selectivity patterns, and to explore the conviction with which the students’
choices were made.

The list of questions included, for instance, the following one: ‘What served as
stimuli for the students to learn?’” My purpose in posing this question was to determine, if
my students could identify the turning points in the movie, in which the process of
learning for the student-soldiers began. The points they chose would then reveal the
particular situations, events, environments, and human behaviors/activities they identified
as ‘stimuli’ for learning.

Another question—* What is the role of language, communication, and social
interaction in the development of students’ knowledge and understanding?’—intended to
convey an idea of knowledge as a process and product of the social-cultural exchange
within a community of learners. It is easy to see that the wording of this item makes it
one of the most ‘prompting’ questions on the list to influence a particular kind of
response. Specifically, it prompts to focus on the language and interactivity (provided
that the student would have done the home readings and attended to the class

discussions).
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The last question on the list (#5), regarding Bill Rago’s teaching philosophy, was
most open to the respondents’ free interpretation without imposing any specific language
or conceptual hints. With the help of this question, I intended to elicit the most of the

range of the students’ views on teaching and learning.

The task to write an interpretive essay in response to this movie provided a
contrast to a multiple-choice test taken by the students earlier in the session. This contrast
meant to provide for transition to the next topic of the course—*“Testing and
Measurement in Student Learning”. Specifically, a reference to both the multiple-choice
test and the movie during the following session aimed at prompting the students’
comparisons between the nature. purposes, and outcomes of the two assessment tasks as

measures of learning.

Line of Inquiry

Based on the students free-style written responses to the provocative movie, |
anticipated that some claims for why specific groups of students organize their writing in
specific ways could be made with regard to their personal epistemologies. My line of
inquiry followed Smith and Heshusius’ (1986) notion of “method as logic of
justification” in which researchers make explicit the “logic” being used to construct and
warrant the truth claims of their inquiries. I liken this notion to Kilbourn’s (1999) concept
of “self conscious method” by which I tried to establish reasoned interconnections among
the various aspects of my inquiry—theoretical concepts. methodological challenges, and

ways of conveying the results of the analysis.
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One specific task for me as researcher was to develop concepts that qualify as
personal epistemologies by grouping together a constellation of the contents of students’
interpretations. Another task was to reveal the relationships among the contents of these
interpretations, while attempting to capture the patterns that link to the epistemological

‘resources’ students’ voice in their interpretive writing.

Methodologically, the analysis employed in this study is reminiscent of an
interpretive approach used to analyze literary texts. In this study, the ‘texts’ were
composed by my students in response to the movie. The analysis can be described as
analogous to the kind of literary analysis that Bakhtin [1895-1975] did in his first studies
of works of Dostoevsky and Tolstoy. Bakhtin’s analysis proceeded by means of
determining the writers’ ‘voices’and ‘horizons ' that expressed, he presumed, their
conceptions of the world. In his theory of the utterance, Bakhtin formulates the following

observation:

The quotidian [or everyday—shiznennoe, O.K.] utterance endowed with
signification is... composed of two parts: (1) a realized or actualized verbal part,
and (2) an implied part (VoloSinov/Bakhtin, 1926/1995, p. 14).
By examining every sentence in a student’s written response at the lexical level—the
choice of words, associations between words, how the words are used together, and
organization of phrases—I attempted to uncover the implied nonverbal part that
corresponds to the context of the enunciation. The analysis included the interpretation of

the meaning of the ‘pronounced’ part of the response to the ‘film-interview’ (the one

actually articulated in the words of the essay), and the extrapolation of that meaning to
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the implied part of the response. The extrapolation, as a higher level of my interpretation,
became a kind of relating to epistemic symptomatology, to put it in medical terms, by
marking the signs embedded in the semantics of each essay, and noticing relationships
between them that might be suggestive of epistemological orientation. This extrapolation
proceeded by means of developing a categorical schema, or rubric, which evolved in the
process of my reading of the students’ reflective essays. The schema stemmed from the
observations made about the students’ selectivity patterns, as well as the content and
qualities of their written responses. The analysis of the students’ written responses to the
movie thus involved the following phases:

1. Reading the essay and making observations of the individual’s selectivity
patterns, as well as the content and qualities of the response.

2. Interpretation of the meaning that the individual makes out of the movie
based on the written text of the response (defining the individual’s ‘voices’
and ‘horizons’).

3. Extrapolation of that meaning to ascertain the individual’s implied

epistemology (framing the emergent categories of the descriptive schema).

First Reading: *Film-Interview "

Reading is an improvisation of connections and noticing and choices.
/Eric Booth, The Everyday Work of Art/

My reading of the students’ essays began in the spirit of improvisation as Eric
Booth (1999) describes, connecting pieces of the essays and noticing interesting spots in

them. These first improvisations shaped a lens that helped mark my initial observations.
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The lens focused on two key characteristics of an individual response—(1) inclusion
patterns, and (2) the content and quality of response.

In a way, the students’ written responses to the film can be treated as a 'film-
interview’, which sought to elicit the students’ thinking about the nature of knowledge
and knowing by explicating the selective qualities of their interpretation of the movie.
The interviewer role was split between the movie and myself. The students, while
watching the movie, did not perceive it as an ‘interviewer.” As to me, I was just a teacher
who was going to check the students’ responses for relevance with the disciplinary
concepts, they expected. At the same time, the data were gathered in a way reminiscent of
an interview, with the difference that the ‘interviewer’ remained unidentified, and,
though, visible physically, was not seen by the respondents. In this sense, the descriptive
framework used at this phase of analysis is grounded in the principles similar to those
that studies employing an interview would use. The loosely structured cognitive task
presented by viewing the movie, did ‘interview’ the students by forcing them to select
and interpret certain scenes, characteristics, and behaviors, thus ‘activating’ their specific
epistemological dispositions. In turn, I *asked’ my students the questions related to my
research interest indirectly, as I read their essays through the lens of the following
questions:

1) What are the patterns of inclusion, that is, what kinds of settings, environments,
activities, or events are likely to be included in the students’ selections?
2) What are the nature (contents) and the qualities of the students’ interpretation of the

film?
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The first dimension of the film-interview—the students’ selectivity patterns—was
thought to identify the individual student’s selection patterns, and trends that are unique

to the movie “Renaissance Man” (Table 1).

Students’ 1. Topic: Which episodes do the students choose to concentrate on?

Selectivity 2. Activity: What kinds of actions and behaviors occur within the

Patterns chosen episodes?

3. Setting: What kinds of settings, environments, or activities are likely
to be included in the students’ selections?

4. Events: Which kinds of events are included?

Table 1: Film-interview, Dimension 1: Selectivity Patterns.

The second dimension—the content and qualities of the individual student’s
analysis—relates to the level of synthesizing and generalizability at which the
individual’s intuition and intellect may currently reside. In other words, how active is an
individual as a constructor of meaning. This dimension included the components shown
in Table 2.

The 3d and 4th components in the *Content & Qualities -dimension are adapted
from Scott and associates (Scott et al, 1979) who introduced a measure of integration,
elaborating on Harvey’s (1966) “This I believe "-test. Harvey’s test intended to identify
the degree to which people base their judgments on the combination of conditional rules,
rather than on a single absolute rule (Scott et. al, 1979, p. 119). A similar proposition is

used by the cognitive theories of conceptual combination, which deal with the creative
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combination of ideas to produce radically new interpretations for combinations of known

concepts (e.g., palmtop computer, water shelf. angel pig) (Media Lab Europe research

reports).

Content 1. Metaphoric expression of the perception of a person, event, or setting.

and 2. Rearrangements made of characters’ behaviors, of scenery, or of

Qualities events when the particular excerpts from the film are chosen.

of the 3. Generation of various meanings of the judgment (perception) of

Students’ views about a character(s), event(s), or setting(s).

Interpretation | 4. Simultaneous operation of alternative judgments and generation of
functional relations between them.

Table 2: Film-interview, Dimension 2: The Content and Qualities of the Response.

The component ‘Generation of various meanings of the judgment ' appears to be
particularly useful in that it may show the number of different meanings of the judgment.
The more different judgments appear, the greater is the independence of the several
meanings and the higher the index of dimensionality of the overall interpretation.

I gave particular attention to metaphors in the assumption that the metaphors,
encapsulated in the individual’s interpretive writing, would resonate with meaning,
representing at the same time an articulated understanding of the themes of the film, and
the dominant dimension of the individual’s implied world view. It is within this
resonance that I anticipated the individual’s personal epistemology would most likely be

revealed.
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Determining ‘Voices’ and ‘Horizons': The Emergent Categorical Schema

Based on the selectivity patterns, as well as the content and qualities of the essays,
a further interpretation of the responses—the definition of the respondents’ ‘voices’ and
‘horizons '—became an advanced phase of the analysis. Specifically, the primary reading
of the essays showed that, while referring to the same scene when writing their reflective
essays, students appeared to reveal variability of the following nature:

- Start in the same origin, that is, refer to the same scene, but end up going in
different directions (use the same scene toward different end, for instance,
respond to different questions).

- Develop different themes of interpretation.

- Seem to reveal epistemic variability or certain kinds of epistemic orientation.

The analysis of the essays proceeded to accomplish the following:
1. Identify epistemic variability across individuals within the interpretation of the same
scene.
2. Document variability across the individuals by reading the whole essay in order to

find evidence falsifying or corroborating with the variability identified in i.1.

At this stage of analysis, the perspective of the two epistemic world- views (Spiro et.
al., 1996), and, particularly. the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory, became particularly
helpful. This perspective takes two opposite epistemic positions as contrasting criteria
(Table 3) and, therefore, is instrumental in articulating both the process and the outcome
of this phase of analysis—the emergent rubric (categorical schema), which took the shape

of a series of binary categories. This rubric, in turn, helped to extrapolate my sense of the
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meaning that the individual students made of the movie, to their implied personal

epistemologies.

Personal epistemology associated with
oversimplification of complexity

known to be related to:

- Single representations

- Analytic compartmentalization

- Orderliness (recognizing orderly
and linear sequentiality in
relationships between the parts)

- Intolerance of ambiguity

- Rigid prescriptions from memory

- Concepts detached from life
experiences

- Passive perception (relying on
recall and reciting from an

authoritative source)

Personal epistemology is characterized
with features more conducive to

the processing of complexity:

- Multiple representations (using
multiple explanatory frameworks;
assembling partial representations
to form complete accounts)

- Synthetic integration of the parts
(recognizing interconnectedness
among the parts and patterns in
relationships between the parts)

- Disorderliness and heterogeneity

(expects deviation from routine)

- Tolerance of ambiguity

- Use of pre-existing knowledge in a
combinatory manner (adapting a
variety of appropriate strategies to
solve non-routine problems;
applying

disciplinary knowledge in context
outside of the discipline)

- Experiential tone of concepts

- Self-reliance in learning

Table 3: Two Kinds of Personal Epistemologies (adapted from the Cognitive Flexibility

Inventory, Spiro and associates, 1996).
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Thus, the next steps of analysis followed as indicated below:

3. Determination of whether the identified epistemic orientation is consistent for one
individual throughout his/her essay, in other words, whether the student’s
interpretation of the film can be described consistently with one binary category
rather than the other. and which of these categories receive a greater emphasis in the
data.

4. Using the binary categories that receive a greater emphasis in the data for portraying

personal epistemology of respondents.

To illustrate the process of inventing the analytic tool, I will first introduce the initial
analytical decisions, the first four binary categories that emerged during preliminary
reading of the essays and laid the ground for the advanced phase of analysis. I will then

use a series of cases to illustrate my interpretation of individual students’ responses.

Epistemic Variability: First Encounters

When 1 first read the students’ written responses to the “Renaissance Man,” it
appeared that the epistemic orientation of these responses could be described with the
help of fundamental, bipolar dimensions—pairs of categories, whose extreme values are
placed at the opposite poles of a continuum. Thus, the following four descriptive hinary
categories emerged early in the analysis:

1) Learning/knowing is viewed as teacher-centered / Student-centered

2) Learning/knowing is viewed as closed (determined) / opened (undetermined)

3) Learning/knowing implies organistic causality / mechanistic causality

N
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4) Knowing is viewed as ‘cold-minded’ (merely intellectual) reasoning /
affective/intuitive/aesthetic
Rather than providing single-sentence quotes for illustrating definitions in this
section. I incorporated examples for the above categories within the cases in the
following sections where I analyze and discuss individual student’s responses. Most of
the categorical attribution is done within specific semantic contexts of each student’s

essay, and often involved the consideration of more than a single statement.

1) Teacher-centered versus student-centered

A teacher-centered view of learning (knowing) implies the person’s
understanding of the teacher as a locus of students’ learning. Such an understanding is
likely to imply learning as a process of transmission of information directly from the
teacher—as a carrier of specific information—to the students who play a passive role as
recipients. The center of initiative is the teacher. The meaning of what it is that is being
learned resides with the teacher(s), and what counts as knowledge (truth) is sanctioned by
the teacher(s). The source of knowledge is perceived as located in the teacher(s) who
serve as the carrier of information and the transmitter of rules.

A student-centered view of learning (knowing) implies the person’s
understanding of learning as a process in which learners themselves take the initiative to
explore opportunities and take responsibility for their own learning. The teacher’s role is
understood as that of a facilitator of the learners” self-identified activities. The center of
initiative is the learner. The learner is also perceived as a possible source of knowledge.

In other words. some authority for knowledge rests with the learner.



2) Closed (determined) versus open (undetermined)

A closed view of learning (knowing) implies an epistemic orientation that is
characterized by intolerance of ambiguity; that is, a response generated by a single fixed
rule, implying only limited or no alternative interpretations of an event, behavior,
environmental feature, or phenomenon. Even if a couple of alternatives are implied in
such a response, there is a sense of orderliness and rigidity to interpretation.
Relationships can be acknowledged, but are seen as a linear sequence of events,
behaviors, environmental features, or phenomena. The rule is implied as describable in
finite terms and predetermined by an authority, whose existence is acknowledged and
whose dominating role is unquestioned.

An open view of learning (knowing) implies an epistemic orientation of an
individual’s response that acknowledges the existence of alternative perceptions, and the
ability to identify relations between alternate ways of viewing the world. Such an
epistemic orientation supports the understanding of learning as a process of discovery. It
admits multiple explanatory frameworks and allows for configuring partial
representations to form complete accounts. An individual revealing such an epistemic
orientation is likely to produce relativistic statements as opposed to absolutistic. Such
relativistic statements would likely imply the acceptance of the interconnectedness and
irregularity between events, behaviors, environmental features, or phenomena. Rudolf
Arnheim (1996) gives the description of Wertheimer's study, which helps exemplify this
category:

In Wertheimer’s study, the move from the original uniqueness of the square to the

endless variety of rectangles is the first step toward understanding the structure of
the parallelogram. It is indeed a “move” in that it comes about by stretching or
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squeezing of the original object. It is a deformation of the original object. I
consider it crucially important for the psychology of problem solving that the
transition from one shape to the next be seen not only simply as a sequence of
static entities but as a dynamic deformation of the matrix into its variation (p.
176).
3) Mechanistic causality versus organistic causality
Learning (knowing) implies mechanistic causality. Such an epistemic orientation is
likely to imply the causal relationships between events, behaviors, environmental
features, or phenomena as /inear and predictable with high degree of certainty: all one
way or the other. This orientation implies an understanding of learning (knowing) and
development as a linear process, in which mutual effects are compartmentalized.
Organistic causality implies a more holistic view of the relationships between events,
behaviors, environmental features, or phenomena. This category is characteristic of an
understanding of learning (knowing) and development as rather a web of probabilistic
relationships. It implies synthetic integration, as well as simultaneous interconnectedness
and interdependency among the events. behaviors, environmental features, or
phenomena. If organistic causality is characteristic of an individual’s personal
epistemology, we anticipate to find in this individual’s interpretation the recognition of a

pattern between the relationships, rather than a linear sequence—a configural pattern,

which is likely to be revealed through an image (a picture. for instance).

4) Knowing is viewed as ‘Cold-minded’ (merely intellectual) reasoning versus Affective
/ Intuitive / Aesthetic
‘Cold-mind’ knowing or learning is a category describing the epistemic orientation of

an individual who believes that learning is purely an intellectual enterprise. and that
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justifications for personal beliefs should be reasoned. Such persons are unlikely to
attribute any real significance to the roles of emotionality and intuition in the process of
learning (coming to know). Nor do they acknowledge the value of learning simply for the
sake of learning. They believe that learning is driven by the predicted outcomes, and their
accounts of reality are factual and objective.

I have described the opposite pole of this binary category as a family of related
descriptions for the nature of knowing (or coming to know): Affective / Intuitive /
Aesthetic Knowing. This family-category describes the epistemic orientation of an
individual capable of taking into account the specific qualities of a learning experience,
and able to acknowledge ways of knowing other than intellectual reasoning. This pole
attends, particularly, to the emotionality attached to learning experiences and the
processes of meaning making.

This epistemic orientation is likely to combine with the perception of knowledge
in the form of intuition. An individual with such an epistemic orientation accepts the
unreasoned, but rather ‘sensed’ (i.e., felt, seen, heard, imagined) justification for his/her
personal beliefs and understandings. Such individuals would be attentive to sensory, as
well as intellectual, signals, such as the feelings incurred by the reading of a poem, and
would draw upon these feelings to make meaning of the poem. Images generated during
the reading of the poem would be acknowledged as knowledge, though in its more subtle
and complicated form.

An aesthetic dimension of this epistemic orientation implies an individual’s
capability to acquire new vocabulary (or define a new vocabulary) in the form of actions

(rather than words, or any symbols). The process of operating with symbols, if triggered
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by wonder and imagination (intuitive knowing), becomes a process of creating new forms
shaped by words, movements, sounds, colors, etc. This process constitutes a human
activity that has an internally coherent purpose and implies the acceptance of the
opposites. The process of creating a new form, as a means for acquiring a new
vocabulary, implies the search to satisty meaning and, perhaps, even the pleasure in
combining the opposites. In this sense, this process serves the purpose of learning for its
own sake. In other words, the process of creating a new form of (understanding) involves
what Eli Siegel (1965) calls “the co-existing and constantly conflicting drives”—such as
this and that, here and there, subjective and objective. Finally, the aesthetic orientation of
personal epistemology implies the ontological concern with, and the acceptance of, what
exists, when the parts of the whole (this and that, here and there, subjective and objective)
are inseparable and essential.”

Given the limited scale of this study, I kept this family of three related categories
as an inseparable, single pole within the binary category. opposite to the purely
intellectual, ‘cold minded’ reasoning. A finer discrimination among them should be made

in future studies.

It is important to specify that by *binary’ I am not referring to the idea that

epistemological orientation resides somewhere on a unilateral (unidimensional)

’ We can find examples of such ontological attitude in Buber’s ‘/-Thou’ (‘I-World’) word pair, or Bakhtin’s
‘self-in-other/other-in-self” relationship. Both of these pairs do not state something that might exist outside
them. By being spoken such a pair establishes a mode of existence— ‘twofold’ [Buber, 1970, p. 53], with
the conflict between self and other, or ‘the Self and the World’ conflict, also described by Campbell, Read,
Siegel, and Turner. Eli Siegel (1965) defines such conflict as ‘the subject and object conflict’ as there are
two drives in every person: one is directed inward, to please and take care of the self, while the other is
directed outwards to reach out for others. To Siegel, these drives have their ‘likenesses in an artistic
activity,” within which an artist would not want to deny either of these drives, ‘for each is essential; each
has its necessity; even its inevitability’ (1965, p.11).
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continuum, inhabiting either of the "ends.” *Binary’ refers rather to the dualistic nature of
the ongoing conflict within one’s mind as described above. Interestingly, in addition to
the two opposite ‘poles’ of a binary category, some students’ written responses lead me
to distinguish an adaptive form of the category, a ‘hybrid, " in which both binary
oppositions are present in one individual's interpretation. Examples at the end of this
chapter will illustrate how the descriptive binary categories revealed themselves during

my initial reading of the students’ reflective essays.

Examples of Epistemic Variability

I approached the analysis of the students” written responses to the “Renaissance
Man” in two different ways: (1) by completing across-the-students analysis for one and
the same scene, and (2) applying the categorical schema to the entire essay of an
individual student. The most revealing cases are used to illustrate these two approaches to
analysis in this and the following chapters. The four examples below illustrate ‘across-
the-students’-analysis for the same scene and intend to show how the findings can be
described using the pairs of categories introduced initially.® I will show how these initial
categories, applied within the context of a particular movie scene. can suggest the

epistemological variability among the students’ responses.

To demonstrate epistemic variability across the individual students’ responses. I
selected one of the scenes that more than one third of the students referred to as they

wrote their interpretive responses. This scene, labeled by me as “Rap.* shows how Bill

¥ In this chapter, | illustrate three of the four initial binary categories. The forth binary category, “Learning
viewed as ‘cold-minded’ versus aesthetic/affective/intuitive,” will be illustrated in the next chapter.
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Rago’s student-soldiers surprise him one day with a theatricalized performance based on
the sense that they made of Shakespeare’s ‘Hamlet.’ It became an expressive
representation, within which the entire group of students danced-out and chanted the ‘7o
be or not to be’-monologue in the rhythm of a rap-step. The following four excerpts from

the students’ reflective essays are all examples of the students’ reference to this scene.

Case 1: Irene’
Irene refers to the scene “Rap” when answering Question #1'’:
At first when he brings Hamlet into the classroom he has the students sit
in a typical classroom setting in a circle and discuss. Once the students
were interested he allowed them to express themselves through rap
music and dance. ‘
[ltalics added to emphasize the imposition of the teacher’s authority
implied in Irene’s choice of the verb]
The word allow (“he allowed them to express themselves”) seems to emphasize strongly
Irene’s assumption about the role of the teacher in the students’ learning: The teacher
initiates and orchestrates all activities in the classroom in a highly authoritative way. This
response thus represents an example of a teacher-centered epistemological orientation.
Although the instructor’s question #1 prompts the respondent to talk more from the
teacher’s perspective (or about the teacher) rather than the students’, it appears that this

response is generated by a single fixed rule of the teacher’s authoritative control, and

does not consider any alternative interpretation.

° For the purpose of anonymity. | am using the students’ pseudonyms.

10 Question] from the instructor’s list: What role(s) does the teacher play as the course evolves? Consider
two or three different points in time and provide your answer with specific examples (teacher's behaviors)
from the movie.
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Such reading of Irene’s response to the question seems even more convincing due
to her obvious misinterpretation of the original scene—the teacher did not ‘allow’ the
students ‘to express themselves through rap and dance.’ Instead, the students themselves
initiated and re-enacted this dance much to his surprise. Further, a classroom setting with
students seated in a circle, according to the authors of the film, is not at all ‘typical.’ It
was rather the teacher’s intuition that lead him to re-arrange the usual row-by-row spatial
arrangement of the desks into a circle (so, that the students face each other as the actors
on the stage). Perhaps, Irene associates this re-arrangement with her own experience of a
college student, where many instructors in Teacher Education classes often arrange

students in small groups working in circles.

Cuse 2: Tracey
In the following two excerpts, Tracey does not refer to any specific question from
the instructor’s list. She wrote an essay according to her own plan, swaying from one
point in time to another to briefly show the evolution of attitudes and behaviors for botim
the teacher and the student-soldiers. Tracey refers to the same clip twice in her essay.
First. when making the following statement:
As learners the students remember Shakespeare better if it is told to them
in a way they can relate to. Rago has them act out the plays and the
students make up a rap/song to remember Hamlet and Shakespeare.'!

This is another example of a teacher-centered epistemological orientation. The words

“Shakespeare ... told to them™ indicate Tracey's anticipation of the teacher interpreting

'' I am assuming that the response Tracey is giving here might have been prompted by the question #3"'
from the instructor’s list, “‘Describe the language use in the scenes observed: the nature of the
communicative situations and the characteristics of language used by both the teacher and the students.”
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the literary piece for students, so that the students “remember”, that is, receive and hold
to the teacher’s interpretation as a fixed and unquestionable postulate. While shifting the
center of initiative toward the students to the extent of ‘making up a song’, Tracey retains
the assumption that the ultimate underlining role of the students is ‘to remember’ the
teacher’s interpretation.

Tracey refers indirectly to the same scene for the second time when describing the

evolution of students’ attitudes:

Soon the students were awaiting the next scene; the men even wanted to
play the role of women. One day as Bill entered class his students were
dancing and singing in their own beats. They then continue to interpret
and narrate Hamlet through their singing and dancing. This allowed the
teacher to understand and see where his students were coming from. This
also showed that the students understood the material so well they were
able to reproduce it in their own way. The students had to work together
without Bill and create their own learning and teaching environment.
[ltalics added to emphasize the student’s use of active verbs]
In describing the students, Tracey uses exclusively active verbs—they were ‘awaiting’,
‘wanted to play ', ‘were dancing and singing. ' The students then ‘continue to interpret
and narrate Hamlet’ in ‘their own beats’ and, finally, by co-operating with each other,
‘create their own learning and teaching environment. ' The strong emphasis on the
students’ initiative allows me to describe this passage as epistemically student-centered,
that is, implying that the students are actively construing their learning experiences and
creating their own meaning (‘their own beats").
Within the same passage, however, the meaning to be constructed by the students

gets enveloped at times by the teacher’s interpretation of the literary piece: “... the

students understood the material...” Tracey anticipates that the students can come up with



a good match to the teacher’s interpretation—"the students understood the material so
well.” More so, the students can ‘reproduce’ the teacher’s interpretation, ‘in their own
way.’ In this response, we see the blurring of the boundaries between the meaning
transmitted and the meaning self-construed. In other words, the source of knowledge is
not clearly determined, or, to put it differently, in her understanding of knowledge,
Tracey allows for both sources: the teacher and the learner. This passage is, therefore,
suggestive of one more epistemic orientation—openness, admitting its author’s
expectation that some pre-requisite for learning outcomes exists.

While the student-centeredness appearing in this passage is very clearly
expressed, there is also a transition toward the teacher—the student-soldiers’
interpretation allowed the teacher to understand his students’ backgrounds—suggestive

of the assumption about the teacher re-gaining his initiative.

Case 3: Sylvia
Though not referring directly to the instructor’s questions, Sylvia chooses to refer
to the same scene:

They were not only learning, but comprehending and translating what

they learned in to their own language. The kids began to read Shakespeare

in the form of rap, their form of language. This was a distinct example of

a different representation of what content was learned. By acting out

these specific characters, they could relate to the language even more

because this was authentic testing - where the skills and abilities learned

are applied to real-life situations (Woolfolk, pg. 568'2)...
[/talics added to stress semantic emphasis in Sylvia's interpretation of the
episode]"

2 The pages that some of the students refer to in their essays are taken from the course textbook by Anita
Woolwolk, Educational Psychology, 1999.

'* Sylvia is sequencing her line of response in a way. as if she is answering Q.3 &4. Direct references to the word
‘language’ support such attribution. Q.4 from the instructor’s list asks: What kinds of narratives do students tell in
class? How do those relate to their backgrounds? How do those relate to their interaction later in the course?



Sylvia’s interpretation in this excerpt can be described as student-centered. Like Tracey
in the previous passage. Sylvia uses active verbs when describing the students’ behaviors,
although she goes a little further—beyond pure description to interpretation of those
behaviors. The verb ‘translating’ suggests her recognition of students as being the locus
of initiative within the act of meaning making.

This reference also seems to be suggestive of another category for describing its
epistemic orientation— ‘openness.’ Sylvia recognizes the students’ capacity to use their
own perceptive repertoires to make meaning of their experience—‘Students began to read
Shakespeare in...their own language’. By taking such students’ capacity into account,
Sylvia reveals her predisposition toward acknowledging the students as meaning makers.
In other words, she is open to the consideration of a learner as a legible locus of learning
(or source of knowledge) as an alternative to the teacher as a locus of knowledge.

Further. in the same passage. Sylvia points to the fact that the students were using
different forms of representation of what they know. She recognizes the student-initiated
re-enactment of ‘Hamlet’ (in the form of a rap-dance) as an ‘authentic test’ of their
abilities, while seeing the context in which their abilities were self-expressed as a ‘real-
life situation.’ Though, this language is borrowed by Sylvia from the course textbook,
her reference appears quite adequate in the context of this passage. She also notices the
relationship between the learners’ perceptive repertoire (‘their own language’) and the
way they choose to represent “the content learned.” What this reveals is that Sylvia
believes there are more than one way to test what gets learned, as well as there are

different ways in which the meaning of what gets learned can be revealed by the learner.
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Finally, while referring to this scene, Sylvia produces some causal statements—
such as the one regarding the relationship between the kind of stories that the students tell
at the beginning of the film, and the nature of their interaction later in the plot:

... These narratives relate to their interaction later in the course...

They begin to learn from one another from their interpretations of Hamlet and

rapping together as one group.

[talics added to stress the relational character of this interpretation.]
Here, Sylvia integrates the alternative sources of knowledge: learning from peers,
learning from the individual exposure to a literary piece, and learning from the social
reliance of a group. It appears that she believes that the meaning made by the students
from their encounter of “Hamlet” stems from all three. In this sense, the third category—

organistic causality—contributes to the description of the epistemic orientation revealed

by Sylvia's response.

Case 4: George
George referes to the same scene'”, acknowledging the role of the experiences

that student-soldiers have had. In his perception, the experience ‘shapes’ an individual:
Bill’s interest in their potential encouraged them that their experiences have
shaped them into the greater individuals they will and are becoming to be...

In the conclusion of the same passage, George returns to the idea of ‘shaping’ the

individual:

" Though George gives no reference to a specific question from the instructor's list, he begins his passage
with a statement, which makes me believe that his response was probably prompted by the Question #5:
How does Bill Rago deal with the students’ discouraged confidence and willingness to learn? What served
as stimuli for the students to learn?



...“To be or not to be” is Bill’s goal of which he wants the students to focus on
the value of their lives. Bill wants to emphasize that we have choices in our lives
that will dictate how they turn out.

The influence of the schooling experience in the past is responsible for the students’

present placement in the army:

It is as if their somewhat “uneducated’ background is the reason they are
qualified for the army...

The nature of the students’ current experiences in the army—a recurrent failure in almost
all types of military training—is in compliance with the history of their earlier
development. I see this reasoning as an example of an admitted causal relationship with
the internal unfolding logic. which assumes an organistic rather than mechanistic
causality. My interpretation of this passage, thus, suggests a sense of organistic causality
being present in George's epistemic orientation. Further, the whole passage (displayed in
full below) appears to be written more from the perspective of the teacher’s initiative,

which also leads me to describe this passage as epistemically teacher-centered.

Bill's interest in their potential encouraged them that their experiences have
shaped them into the greater individuals they will and are becoming to be...

It is as if their somewhat “uneducated” background is the reason they are
qualified for the army...

Bill worked very hard to make learning English applicable to their everyday lives.
Hamlet reflected practical everyday knowledge about life, death, and love. The
students’ response is conditioned, but is positive, especially when they are
rapping a song about Hamlet's 7o be or not to be” quote. “To be or not to be” is
Bill’s goal of which he wants the students to focus on the value of their lives. Bill
wants to emphasize that we have choices in our lives that will dictate how they
turn out.

[Italics added to emphasize George's interpretation of the teacher’s role in the
movie]
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It is the teacher who “works hard” to encourage the students, and to relate English to their
everyday lives. It is his “‘goal” to help the students acknowledge “the value of their lives.”
The students are portrayed in a more passive role, though they do respond to the teacher’s
efforts.

Finally, George makes an interesting connection between the meaning made by
the students of the class—implied by his emphasis on the students’ choice of the quote
“To be or not to be”—and the teacher’s goal. George’s elaboration on the teacher’s goal,
“Bill wants to emphasize that we have choices in our lives that will dictate how they turn
out,” seems to imply his recognition of alternate perceptions of self-worth. From the
point of view of personal epistemology. this statement suggests that George is likely to be
open to alternate ways of viewing the world. Hence, another category—openness—also

appears to be relevant for describing his epistemic orientation.

Conclusion

The four examples of the students’ reference to the same scene illustrate the
process by which three of the first four binary categories were revealed. We see how,
within the context of the frequently referenced scene, a wording of the responses
(whether direct or implicit) suggests certain types of descriptive categories. Thus, a direct
response to a teacher-related question suggests ‘teacher-centered category for describing
epistemological orientation of this response. We also observe how students might have
interpreted the various ‘languages’ used by the student-soldiers in the movie in such a
way that indicated the respondent’s perspectives of learners as meaning makers, hence,

suggestive of ‘student-centeredness’ of this interpretation. The relationships between the
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linguistic contexts of the students’ responses in another case revealed a blurring of the
boundaries between the meaning transmitted and the meaning self-construed, suggesting,
to some degree, the view of learning as an open process. Apparently, the same case
(Sam’s) suggests some possibility for deviation of the ‘teacher-centered / student-
centered’ category between its polarities—a first indicator of the ambivalent
epistemological behavior. I will illustrate this phenomenon in more detail in the next
chapter, and then return to it, again, in Chapter 5. In George's case, the causal
relationships between the soldiers’ experiences in the army and their childhood and
adolescent experiences, led to the description of the underlying epistemological

kd

orientation as implying ‘organistic causality,” that is, viewing learning (or meaning
making) as integrating sources of knowing. We also saw how the same response

(George’s) can incorporate indicants of epistemological orientations as ‘teacher-

centered,” implying ‘organistic causality,” and ‘open.’

At this stage, I had enough food for thought to move on to reading all other students’
essays using the first four descriptive binary categories as lenses for my analysis. In the
next chapter, I will proceed with the cases that illustrate the advanced phase of the
analysis. Specifically, I will show how the newly emergent categorical schema has been

applied to reading the entire essay of an individual student.
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FOUR

‘Voices’ Interpreted: Semantic Extrapolations

... The students prompted the teacher to teach them the Bard's plays, and
they were very motivated to learn because this is an example of self-determination
on the part of the class...(Eli)

...His students learned, because they were inspired to “feel it”—not just
do it. (Hannah)

...Hamlet began to serve as a form of communication that both Bill and
the students were able to relate to. It was a communication bridge that aided as
stimuli for learning... (Shelley)

... The students had to work together without Bill and create their own
learning and teaching environment... May be now the General will want to pick
up “Hamlet”... (Tracey)

... To survive throughout life is to take leaps and hurdles. The video
demonstrated through the military training the hardships by hurdling over various
objects to reach a destination, the other side. It is the same way with your mind, to
learn. (Karen)

(Excerpts from the students’ essays)

In this chapter, I use excerpts from the individual students’ essays to illustrate
how, at the advanced stage of analysis, the students’ interpretations of the movie led me
to make some conclusions about the kinds of epistemological orientations their responses
suggest. The ‘voices’ and ‘horizons’ of my students, once I defined these in the students’
written responses, were then extrapolaied, through my inferences into semantic
relationships and philosophical propositions, to the descriptions of epistemological

orientations.
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Advanced Stages of Analysis

In reality, there has not been a clear-cut edge between the initial and the advanced
stages of analysis. I have been reading and re-reading the students’ written responses,
essay by essay. As I read, I wrote long notes to myself for each of the essays. These notes
became descriptive cases of my observations, filled with various attempts to affix codes
to the individual observations, as well as remarks regarding similar students’ phrases,
relationships between the statements, patterns in referencing scenes and characters in the
movie, and themes the students developed in their essays. As in many case studies, I was
tracing and analyzing the ‘events’ happening in my own observations, both within an
individual essay and across the essays. Such ‘events’ might have appeared in the form of
the students’ statements that did not seem to match any of the descriptive categories
within the four initial ones. Or I would come across a writing habit, which puzzled me as
a peculiar challenge in interpretation of the response. Or the references to the movie
would be presented in a way that lead me to think of new, additional lenses for analysis I
might apply to the rest of the essays. Thus, the analysis became an iterative process, open
to discoveries—whether methodological, semantic, or philosophical—and following a
somewhat cyclical pattern of ‘fever and chills, * as Robert Yin (1994) puts it, sometimes
rising to enlightening points and sometimes falling into a ‘false tranquility’ (p. 29). At
this point, my purpose was not so much to explain my observations (the students’
statements, or writing habits, or themes) as to determine whether they followed similar
courses (Yin, 1994). In other words, the ongoing, evolutionary analysis I undertook
adopted new categories as I continued investigation further, case by case. The unfolding

of these cases—cases of my own, interpretative experience as I look at it from a
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methodological perspective—suggested a two-stage logic for a more elaborate analysis of
the data I should follow after having completed the preliminary readings of the essays.
First, I had to begin the examination of the students’ reflective essays, based on
the first four binary categories that were introduced at the preliminary stage of analysis,
while taking into consideration new categories that emerged as this examination
proceeded. Then I had to revise all students’ essays based on the extended list of the
descriptive binary categories to check for additional support for certain orientations of the
students’ personal epistemologies. This two-stage advanced analysis addressed the
following questions: Do the four original binary categories work when applied to the
entire text of the essay? What other kinds of categories, that can be suggestive of certain

dimensions of personal epistemologies, are likely to be revealed in the students’ essays?

The sections that follow illustrate the ‘cross-case’ analysis—the findings
stemming from the analysis of individual students’ essays (within-the-essay analysis
resulting in individual cases of my observations) and compared across the cases (my
observations from various essays). In addition to the descriptive categories that suggested
certain epistemological orientations of responses, the sections below also illustrate the
very process by which I was making inferences, taking these inferences to higher levels
as more evidence arose from different aspects of analysis. These illustrations are to
underscore, again, one of the tasks of this dissertation. While allowing for an
evolutionary approach to analysis, this study was intended to prompt a fruitful discussion
around the challenges that the use of the proposed projective device may cause and,

therefore, require attention in the future studies.
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Testing the Four Original Binary Categories: Do They Work?
Yes, it turned out that they do. Here is an example of the analysis of one student’s
essay, in which a complete text was examined, as opposed to one selected reference (such

as the scene in the previous chapter).

Eli writes his response to the movie as an essay, organizing it rather loosely
according to the questions (he actually numerates his paragraphs by a corresponding
question number). Thus, the first paragraph of Eli’s essay combines his response to the

first two questions suggested in the instructor’s list:

(1&2) The film "Renaissance Man" shows the evolution of a teacher as he
learns how to relate to and instruct his students. Bill Rago did not intend
on becoming an educator and at first he seems lost in the classroom. At
first, Bill expects very little of his students, which could have led to a
self-fulfilling prophecy. A self-fulfilling prophecy is when a student does
not do well sim<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>