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ABSTRACT
THE AESTHETIC DIMENSIONS OF TEACHING:
WORKING IN THE CONCEPTUAL SPACE BETWEEN
STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES AND SUBJECT MATTER
By

Mark C. Baildon

This dissertation is a qualitative study of four teachers’ work in the medium of a
curriculum designed to promote Meaningful Learning using Technology (ML/T) and
their professional learning experiences in which they learned to manage key
epistemological challenges through artful approaches to classroom practice. It examines
how they think about their work in the medium of this complex curriculum, their
professional learning experiences with this curriculum over a three-year period, and key
epistemological challenges they faced. It investigates how they learned to manage these
challenges and how they developed an aesthetic stance that supported their sense making
and work in the medium of the curriculum.

This study drew on a broad range of data sources to investigate teachers’ stances
toward student knowing and disciplinary knowing as they taught two social studies units
emphasizing disciplined inquiry and constructivist approaches to learning. The study
examines the ways they think about and mediate relationships between students’
experiences and subject matter using big ideas, and considers how teachers’
epistemological stances might develop and change through engagements with curriculum,
their professional relationships, and professional learning experiences.

In the study, I provide a rich description and analysis of teachers’ epistemological

stances and their role in teaching to understand better how teachers think about classroom
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CHAPTER ONE

TEACHING AS A WORK OF ART IN THE MEDIUM OF MEANINGFUL
LEARNING USING TECHNOLOGY (ML/T) CURRICULUM

Recognizing when you have a topic, a metaphor, an analogy, whatever will work

for you...being sensitive and being on the lookout for those kinds of opportunities

is important... I think that’s what becomes part of the art of being a teacher is to

recognize those opportunities... I think you have to know not just the social

studies content, but how your kids are doing as far as being writers and readers

and where their discussion skills are. That’s part of the art, part of recognizing

what will work and what won’t work. (Don, PLB session)

Introduction

For Don, being sensitive and attuned to opportunities for creating meaning within
the almost infinite possibilities for meaning making in the medium of curriculum
constitutes the art of the teacher. Recognizing opportunities, knowing what will work and
what won’t work, creating generative connections, and seeking possible relationships
between students’ ideas and subject matter that support understanding is an artful
enterprise for teachers like Don. It requires being sensitive and “on the lookout” for
opportunities, knowing the content, and knowing your students and the ways they
develop and articulate their understandings. Being artful as a teacher requires managing
the conceptual space between child and subject matter in ways that are responsive,

nuanced, and generative.



This dissertation is a story of four teachers’ (Don, Susan, Lynn, and Tim') work in

the medium of two curriculum units d

gned to promote Meaningful Learning using
Technology (ML/T). Specifically, I investigate how these teachers think about and
manage two key epistemological challenges: (1.) making connections between students’
personal experience and subject matter and (2.) understanding student understanding. In
my investigation of how they learned to manage these challenges, I argue that they draw

on aesthetic stances to support their sense making and work in the medium of curriculum.

Statement of the research problem and focus of the study

hall,

I view these two b they deal with

the character of knowledge and knowing, how knowledge is constructed, the relationship
between experience and knowing, and how knowing and knowledge are represented in
the classroom. The main problem I address is the challenge teachers have with noticing
and paying attention to students’ ideas and talk in ways that allow them to make
connections among students’ ideas, their prior knowledge, lived experience, and social
studies content. How teachers work in this conceptual space between students’
understandings and learning outcomes in subject matter is an important quality of
teaching for meaningful learning. It means that teachers must understand the structure
and epistemological dimensions of the subject matter they teach, and they must develop
certain sensitivities to students’ ideas and talk, recognize relationships between subject
matter and classroom experience, and build on students’ ideas and work in ways that

bring them into meaningful contact with important disciplinary ideas and processes.

! Pseudonyms are used for all participants in this study.
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Most hi igating the epi logical ori ions that teachers draw

upon to ge important epi logical chall in their work has been
done with “expert” teachers in the social studies and other disciplines (Ball, 1993;
Lampert, 2001; Wilson, 2001; Wilson & Wineburg, 1993; Wineburg & Wilson, 1988,
1991). The teachers studied in these accounts had strong disciplinary backgrounds and

were described as having a firm und, ding of the epi logies of the di
they were teaching (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000). My study investigates how
four middle school (6"-8" grade) teachers, lacking the strong disciplinary backgrounds

typical of the teachers in these other studies, learned to manage epistemological

central to teaching for ingful learning using disciplinary approaches.
The study makes the case that these teachers drew upon aesthetic ways of
knowing in classroom practice to make connections between students’ prior knowledge
and lived experience and social studies subject matter. They drew upon important
conceptual frames that served as “ends-in-view” to guide their sense-making, learned to
be more attentive and attuned to students’ ideas and experiences, and artfully created
meaning with students by seeking generative relationships between students’ ideas and
experiences and social studies subject matter that supported student understanding.

Research questions
At the heart of this study are two central questions:
* How do teachers make connections between students’ prior knowledge and lived

experience, and social studies subject matter?



* What are the epi logical stances teach dents’

bring to

1 g Bt
-4 )

and disciplinary knowing/knowledge that enables them to
make these connections?

To investigate these two questions, I drew upon several sources of data: (1.) data

d i hers’ prc ional learning experiences over a three-year period (e.g.,
field notes, e-mail cor dence, key professional learning documents, meeting
gendas, videotaped profi | learning meetings, etc.); (2.) a professional learning

session in which the teachers responded to two videotaped segments of classroom
practice in which curricular big ideas were used to mediate students’ understandings of
personal experience and subject matter; and (3.) follow-up interviews with each of the
study participants to probe key issues raised during the professional learning session. By
looking across this wide range of data, I document how teachers think about what
students know, how they choose and utilize certain representations of subject matter, how
they decide to use resources they believe will promote student understanding, and how
they think about alternative courses of action they believe can help make subject matter
accessible to students. To understand how these teachers know which representations or
strategies are most useful in developing students’ subject matter knowledge using big
ideas, I consider how they work recursively between disciplinary understandings of the
content and what they perceive to be students’ prior knowledge and understandings.
The contexts and background of the study
The two challenges mentioned above have been central to the work of a

curriculum, technology, and p ional dev project on which I worked for

three years. The project was funded through a U.S. Department of Education Technology

4



Innovation Challenge Grant® to a consortium of five school districts in a mid-size, mid-
western city in collaboration with a large midwestern state university. Collaborative
efforts among faculty members at Midwestern University and administrators and teachers
from the consortium districts helped conceptualize and implement ML/T curriculum
development and professional development activities in the five consortium school

districts over a period of five years. The project defined meaningful learning as

“anhi " ”

ing deep of complex ideas that are central to the discipline and also
relevant to students’ lives” and focused on ML/T professional development for secondary
social studies teachers across these five districts. ML/T professional development was
designed around two model ML/T curriculum units and the principled use of technology
to support meaningful learning.
The Model Units

The two Model Units were designed by a curriculum development team at
Midwestern University (of which I was Team Leader) and were implemented in several
schools in the consortium of school districts over a three-year period. During the first
year of curriculum implementation, one 6" grade teacher from each district was identified
to pilot the Mexico and Migration Unit. The second year included five more teachers, one
additional teacher from each school district, with two 8" grade teachers and a teacher in a
combined 5"/6" grade classroom added to the initial Model Unit Teachers group. During
the third year, the first part of the Mexico and Migration Unit was re-designed as a
separate Inquiry Unit to orient students to the inquiry process and the technology students

would use to support their learning. Both units required the use of technology tools

*Award #R303A990109-01



developed by the university team and on-line to engage students in ingful

learning experiences about disciplined inquiry and Mexico and migration.

Both Model Units emphasized disciplined inquiry as a key approach to

leveloping deep und dings of subject matter. Designed by the university curriculum
development team to model ML/T, disciplined inquiry, the use of big ideas, and the
principled use of technology, the Model Units served as focal points for professional
learning experiences over the three-year period of my study.

The Model Units were intended to have students’ knowledge and understandings
play a primary role alongside disciplinary knowledge in making sense of the world. The
curriculum was designed to promote student understanding of complex ideas by having
students pose questions and problems worthy of inquiry, engage deeply with disciplinary
big ideas, and present their findings through interpretive accounts of their own
experiences and Mexico and migration. A key component of the curriculum included
students investigating their own experiences in order to develop understanding of social
studies subject matter.

Meaningful learning, then, is based on students’ authentic and intentional work in
important subject matter in ways that make the subject matter students are studying
relevant to their lives. It means that teachers must work in the medium of an inquiry-
oriented curriculum in ways that are flexible, sensitive, creative, and artful. They must be
attentive and attuned to students and classroom experiences in ways that are aligned with
disciplinary processes and knowledge. In this curriculum, learning and instruction

focused on the creation of knowledge through the inquiry process itself rather than on the

TYORE] 1 P

ions of di

pre-for y inquiry. Such work poses significant
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epistemological challenges that were investigated.
Professional learning
Professional learning activities (that I facilitated with other members of the
university team) focused on teaching the Model Units and several challenges in ML/T

classroom practice identified by the Model Unit Teachers and the university team. These

hall

or critical in

g the units included developing a culture of
inquiry, using technology as a tool of inquiry, formulating investigative questions,
analyzing and evaluating sources of information, developing understandings of big ideas,
and making connections between students’ prior knowledge and personal experience, and
social studies content. It is the last two challenges that are the focus of my study.

Initial professional development efforts focused on orienting the Model Unit
Teachers to the newly developed curriculum and its key features. This included
professional learning activities that addressed the meaningful learning attributes, the
principled use of technology, the inquiry process, and the big ideas that were central to
the curricular content. Eventually, professional development activities that I co-facilitated
focused on several challenges in the unit identified by the teachers and the university
team. During the second year of professional development, a shift was made to focus
professional learning around analyses of classroom artifacts, such as student work and
videotaped episodes of classroom practice.

Over the course of three years, professional learning focused on four key elements

b s

in the curriculum: the Meaningful Learning Attributes, di d inquiry, the pri

m ding of 1

P

student under

use of technology, and the use of big ideas to



experience and subject matter. Each of these elements is briefly described below and
more fully described in Chapter 3.
Medninauld 3 g

An important part of the conceptual frames that supported teachers’ work in the
medium of the curriculum was the Meaningful Learning Attributes. The Meaningful
Learning Attributes included: intentionality, authenticity, collaboration, the construction
of mental models, content centrality, and disciplined inquiry. (See Appendix A.) These
ML/T attributes provided an overarching conceptual framework that guided curriculum
development and served as the focus for professional development during the first year.
The curriculum was designed to incorporate these attributes in order to engage students in
meaningful learning using technology and to serve as a model of how these attributes
could become key features of curriculum and instruction. Initial professional
development efforts emphasized developing shared understandings about the ML/T
attributes and what they would look like in classrooms. As “ends-in-view,” these
attributes became key indicators that guided what teachers noticed and paid attention to
in the curriculum, their teaching practice, and student learning. They also posed several
challenges to teachers who were hoping to enact these principles in their practice.
Disciplined inqui

Content centrality and disciplined inquiry were viewed as key features of the
ML/T attributes. The conception of disciplined inquiry that became operationalized in the
curriculum drew heavily on the work of Linda Levstik and Keith Barton (2001), and was
viewed as the heart of meaningful learning. In particular, it was based on the definitions

of disciplined inquiry and the inquiry process outlined in their text, Doing History

N



(1997/2001). This was a primary text used in the Model Unit Teachers’ professional

learning, with various ct igned and di: d at meetings.

According to Levstik and Barton (2001), “inquiry is the process of asking
meaningful questions, finding information, drawing conclusions, and reflecting on
solutions” (p. 13). It is the purposeful act of seeking information or knowledge and an
investigation into significant and important questions that takes place within a
community that establishes goals, standards, and procedures of study. In both units, the
inquiry process was described as a four-step process that included asking investigative
questions, gathering and evaluating information, analyzing and interpreting information,

125

and icating new under gs through interpretive accounts. (See Appendix

B)

This conception of inquiry was embedded in both Model Units and became a
focal point for teacher learning. It entailed certain epistemological demands on the
teachers to understand

the nature of scholarly historical knowledge, what historical knowledge might

mean to students, and a moral sensibility to guide instructional choice (since)

students in a classroom...can only constitute a community of inquiry for studying

history under the skillful direction of a teacher. (Seixas, 1993, p. 307)

This presented many challenges for teachers since it required them to help students ask

thoughtful investigative questions that both i d stud AND engaged them in

significant investigations of subject matter. The units also expected teachers to help
students draw upon personal experience and prior knowledge AND engage with

important subject matter aligned with content standards and benchmarks in ways that

N



supported student understanding. The teachers were also expected to have students

their und: dings in ways appropriate for diverse learners AND
represent subject matter understandings in ways that were consistent with authentic

11, 1 4 : Hicoinli

p in a disciplinary cc ity.

Since the social studies consist of several disciplines, the historical inquiry model
suggested by Levstik and Barton (2001) was adopted as the inquiry process model for the
units. The idea of “doing history” was an important quality that guided curriculum
development and the professional development work with teachers. The inquiry process
in the unit provided an underlying process for “doing social studies.”

The principled use of technology

Another key aspect of ML/T is the principled use of technology to support inquiry
and meaningful learning. The university team developed a set of technology tools to
support the curriculum, and teachers were expected to learn how to use these tools to

d inquiry and ingful student learning in the curriculum. Much of

support di
the ongoing professional development focused on how to use these technology tools in
the classroom.

Teaching and learning in both units were supported by wireless Internet-
connected laptops for students (1:1 or 2:1) and innovative web-based software developed
by the university team. Both units were on-line, and students used Internet resources to
conduct investigations into social studies subject matter. To support meaningful learning

and plined inquiry, students used the Meaningful Learning Classroom Toolbox

(MLCT), which included iJournal, iMail, the Narration Creation Station, and the Source

Explorer. These technology tools are described more fully in Chapter 3 and Appendix C.

10
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Using big ideas to mediate under dings of student experience and subject matter

Curriculum design and professional learning were guided by considerations of
three “big ideas”: history as story, space becomes place, and culture as a human
creation. During the third year of curriculum development, the big idea of history as
story was dropped in favor of the big idea knowledge is subject to change and
interpretation. Using these three conceptual lenses, the lived experiences of students are
used to help them understand subject matter, and subject matter is drawn upon to help
students understand their lived experience. Because my data analysis focuses explicitly
on these big ideas, I describe them in Chapter 3 in some depth.

In both units, the big ideas were considered lenses of inquiry and conceptual
frameworks that offered students and teachers different ways of thinking about their
experience, social studies content, and history. They were lenses for students and teachers
to think about the world and themselves in the world, to develop understandings of their
own and others’ views of the world, and opportunities to re-see the world in novel ways.
More specifically, big ideas, as the project used the term, were defined by two important
characteristics. First, they are core conceptual frameworks and principles that experts
within the discipline recognize as powerful for interpreting the social world and personal
experience. Research on the knowledge of experts indicates that it “is not simply a list of
facts and formulas that are relevant to their domain; instead, their knowledge is organized
around core concepts or ‘big ideas’ that guide their thinking about their domains”
(Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000, p. 36). Second, big ideas make the complexity of
social experience more accessible through reframing and renaming social phenomena.

Big ideas act both as lenses that can relate, integrate, and transcend isolated concepts and

_—



bits of information, and also as glue that can make coherent connections between the
subject matter content and students’ personal experiences (Ashburn, Baildon, Damico, &
McNair, in press).

Of course, since teachers were expected to teach these big ideas and support
students in using these conceptual lenses, it was imperative for the teachers to develop
understandings of the big ideas and consider their implications for classroom practice. A
great deal of professional development was aimed at developing shared understanding of
the big ideas, considering the implications of teaching and learning the big ideas, and
examining the ways students were understanding and making use of the big ideas in the
curriculum. It is through these big ideas that teachers and students created meanings
about personal experience and subject matter. Facets of teacher learning around the big
ideas will be examined in the Chapter 4 narrative.

Working in the conceptual space between students’ experiences and subject matter

Dewey (1902) believed the notion of subject matter as outside of the learner’s
experience should be replaced by a more fluid and dynamic relationship between the two,
as a dialectical relation within a single process. As Maxine Greene (1995) notes,

A dialectical relation marks every human situation; it may be the relation between

individual and environment, self and society, or living consciousness and object-

world. Each such relation presupposes a mediation and a tension between the
reflective and material dimensions of lived situations. Because both dimensions
are equally significant, the tension cannot be overcome by a triumph of

subjectivity or objectivity; the dialectic cannot be finally resolved. (p. 52)




‘The unresolved nature of these dialectical relations is partly due to their dynamic,

d nature. H , they can be »od by considering their relationships
and their shifting, contextual, and interrelated qualities.

Margaret Boden (1994) offers one way to understand this dialectic. In her
description of a “conceptual space,” she writes, “The dimensions of a conceptual space
are the organizing principles that unify and give structure to a given domain of thinking.
In other words, it is the generative system that underlies that domain and defines a certain
range of possibilities...” (p. 79). I believe the construct of conceptual space between
meaningful learning and disciplined inquiry, and between students’ lived experiences and
subject matter, is useful for understanding teaching as a work of art in the medium of
ML/T curriculum.

This conceptual space is the space between the child and subject matter and helps
us see the learner and subject matter as a continuum that is mediated by curriculum. In
Figure 1, I show the conceptual space between the learner and subject matter to show
how meaningful learning principles and disciplined inquiry might be viewed as a
dialectical relation within a single process of making meaning. In the conceptual space
between the learner and subject matter, meanings are mediated by the big ideas to help

develop understandings that are both central to the discipline and relevant to

their lives. Thinking about teachers’ working in this conceptual space helps us consider
the two important epistemological challenges that are central to my study. Although the
dialectic tension presented in this space cannot be resolved, it provides generative

opportunities for teaching and learning.



Figure 1: The conceptual space between meaningful learning and disciplined inquiry
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etc.)

In this overarching conceptual space, the teacher must understand key concepts of
meaningful learning and disciplinary methods that support disciplined knowing, and
understand the relationship between the two. Understanding relationships between
meaningful learning and disciplined inquiry is especially challenging in this conceptual
space. The relationships between the two is an area that has received some attention from
educational researchers (Bain, 2002; Seixas, 1993; Wineburg, 1991, 1999) hoping to
explore the cognitive and socio-cultural processes of constructing knowledge and
understanding through disciplinary methods and procedures. How teachers manage these
conceptual relationships, however, has received little attention.

Since my study investigates how four teachers think about knowledge and
knowing while teaching an inquiry-oriented curriculum that aims to engage students in
meaningful learning experiences, this conceptual space is central to my study. I make the
case that it is critical to attend to teachers’ epistemological stances as they address the
many fundamental challenges central to teaching for meaningful learning using methods

of disciplined inquiry. One of these central challenges is how teachers think about and
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make connections between students’ ideas and experiences and subject matter. A
challenge related to making these connections is being able to understand student
understanding in relationship to subject matter. In my analysis, then, I looked for the
ways the four study participants talked about students’ knowing and knowledge,
disciplinary knowing and knowledge, and relationships between the two. More generally,
I looked for responses that indicated how they made sense of teaching and learning as
epistemic activities.

Overview of chapters

In the following chapters, I make a case for better understanding the

P logical di ions of teaching. I also describe the aesthetic dimensions of four
teachers working in the conceptual space between students’ experience and prior
knowledge and subject matter knowing to manage two important epistemological
challenges: (1.) making connections between students’ personal experience and subject
matter and (2.) understanding student understanding. 1 describe how they learned to
notice or attend to key qualities of classroom experience, worked in the medium of the

curriculum and the conceptual space between students and subject matter to create

meaning, and how they thought about representing knowledge and knowing in teaching

1 S

to help develop und

In Chapter 2, Perspectives: Theorizing teaching as a work of art in the medium of

ML/T curriculum, I provide a conceptual orientation and theoretical perspectives that

help to understand teaching as an “epistemic activity” fraught with key epistemological

challenges that need to be add! and how cc izi hing as artful work

offers ways of managing these challenges that are useful and generative for teachers. I
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explore and draw upon important epi logical, p ic, and ic perspectives

to develop an overarching framework for theorizing teaching as a work of art in the
medium of ML/T curriculum. I also identify key gaps in the research literature that my
study addresses.

In Chapter 3, Case study and narrative inquiry: A research methodology, I
describe my work as a researcher through all stages of the study, present key challenges
in conducting the study, and explain how I addressed these challenges. I also provide a
detailed description of the two Model Units and the technology tools students and
teachers used in the units, since the teachers’ professional learning experiences were
grounded in the curriculum.

In Chapter 4, An ML/T professional learning journey: A narrative account, I tell a
story of the study participants’ professional learning experiences in the medium of the
ML/T curriculum. I offer key challenges that shaped teachers’ learning and how they
learned to manage these challenges. This narrative provides a rich background and
contextual description of professional learning by describing how the teachers’ learning
unfolded over the course of their work with the project. It helps situate the work I did

with teachers which is described in Chapter 5.

In Chapter 5, Understanding key epistemological challenges: Making sense of
fessional learnis ut big ideas, I offer close analysis of one

professional learning session that I held with the study participants. This analysis

provides an in-depth examination of one p | learning experience, and I use it to

demonstrate the aesthetic sensibilities the teachers drew upon to make sense of and

two key epi logical chall This chapter describes aesthetic ways of

&

&
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k ing in action to ge the conceptual space between the learner and subject matter

I examine the significance and implications of the study in Chapter 6,

)t aesthetics, and the medium of curriculum: Conclusions and implications. I
look back over the study to make the case for identifying and engaging teachers in work
around important epistemological issues that are at the heart of teaching for meaningful
learning using disciplined inquiry. In particular, I argue that my study points to the value
of cultivating more artful ways of working in the medium of curriculum to manage these
challenges. In this chapter, I move toward re-conceptualizing knowing and teaching as
performative acts.

Re-envisioning classroom practice
As Don noted during our professional learning session, working in the conceptual
space between students’ ideas and experiences and social studies subject matter requires
more than knowledge of subject matter. It also requires a certain kind of sensitivity and
vigilance on the part of teachers to recognize opportunities for creating meaning and
developing understanding. Such work requires attention to the epistemological
dimensions of subject matter, teaching and learning.

It also artfully ing ings in the cc | space between

J

q
students’ ideas and experiences and subject matter in ways that support student
understanding. This suggests that teaching can be re-envisioned as a work of art in the
medium of curriculum, an aesthetic and creative act that requires imagination. My study

explores these possibilities by investigating how teachers learn to work artfully to
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CHAPTER TWO

PERSPECTIVES: THEORIZING TEACHING AS A WORK OF ART IN THE
MEDIUM OF AN ML/T CURRICULUM

If only we refuse to take our world for granted, we can detect something artful
lurking at the heart of life, inviting us deeper into the world, allowing us to
penetrate further and further into the mystery of its creation, perhaps even
promising us a new relation to everything we know. (Boyd, 1990, p. 12)
Introduction
This quote provides a sense of what I investigate in my dissertation — how we
might develop a “new relation to everything we know.” I view teaching and learning as

ic activities, fund Ily about knowing and making meaning, and therefore

P
about relationships to what we know and how we come to know. In my study, I consider
what might happen if we could refuse to take the world for granted, refuse to take
classroom experience, teaching, and our students for granted. What might happen if we
were able to detect something artful lurking, inviting us deeper into the world and
experience, perhaps even promising us a new relation to everything we know? I believe
that at the heart of forging a new relation to the world, to experience, to teaching, to
others, and to subject matter is an aesthetic stance that seeks to go deeper, that can deepen

our and appreciation, and bring us into a new relationship to ourselves and

what we know.

1 explore these matters in educational practice by investigating how four teachers
teaching for meaningful learning using technology (ML/T) and using disciplined inquiry
and big ideas in their instruction learned to acknowledge and embrace two key

epistemological challenges in their practice and professional learning and how they

&
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developed a more artful approach to classroom practice. In particular, I investigate how
they worked in the conceptual space between students and subject matter to manage the
challenges of making connections between students’ lived experience and subject matter
to develop student understanding. I also explore how they understood student
understanding to make these connections.

In this chapter, I develop a conceptual framework that helps us view and
understand teaching as an epistemic activity that benefits from aesthetic approaches to
making sense of classroom experience and teaching in the medium of a particular
curriculum. I make a case for epistemology and aesthetics as useful theoretical lenses for
understanding teaching and learning. This conceptual framework is used in the ensuing
chapters as I examine how the four study participants draw upon certain stances or
orientations that can be considered aesthetic to grapple with two key epistemological
challenges.

I develop the idea of conceptual space as a useful theoretical construct to help us
see teaching as a transaction between student and subject matter in the experiential space
provided by curriculum and classroom practice. Like Smagorinsky’s (2001) concept of
the experiential space between reader and text in which reading takes place, the idea of a
conceptual space between the student and subject matter helps us understand curriculum
as an arena in which cultural mediation takes place to support students’ sense making of
personal experience and subject matter. It is a dynamic space in which certain
instructional, conceptual, and cultural practices take place to create meaning. In this
study, I focus on the use of big ideas as cultural mediation tools that help students and

teachers navigate the space between making sense of students’ personal experiences and
4 P g pe pe;
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subject matter. Working in this ptual space to and create

many epi ges for

h

The conceptual space between students’ experiences and subject matter
Based on my work with teachers teaching the Model Units in their classrooms, I
believe they learned to work in the conceptual space between students and subject matter

in ways that were artful and drew upon an aesthetic epistemological stance. They were

able to blend ingful learning approaches with di y methods and procedures

to support in i ing and developing subject matter understanding. I

believe their work in this conceptual space was a type of conceptual integration or
“blending” of two “contributing spaces.” The blended space between meaningful learning
and disciplined inquiry, and between students and subject matter, is described by
cognitive psychologist, Mark Turner, in his book, Cognitive Dimensions of Social
Science (2001):
The blend inherits some of its elements and some of its meaning from the
influencing spaces, and in this way it is the conceptual descendent of the
influencing spaces, just as a child is the biological and cultural descendent of its
parents. But like the child, the blend develops its own identity and is not merely a
copy of its parents. It has meaning that is its own: ‘emergent’ meaning. (p. 17).

Margaret Boden (1990) describes the importance of conceptual spaces for artistic

creativity. She describes a ptual space as a “‘p -domain” (p. 101) in which
rich networks of meaning make possible new ideas, creative thinking, and new
connections or relationships that create new meanings. Since creation “involves some

new combination of previously existing el " (p. 29), a ptual space is a
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generative system that defines or delimits new possibilities for creating meaning. In the
context of teachers’ work in this project, I believe the conceptual space they worked in

d of several “infl ing spaces” that contributed to many possibilities for

integration and creating new combinations and “emergent meanings.”

As I introduced in Chapter 1, what defined this conceptual space in the project

were the conceptual frames of ingful learning and disciplined inquiry that shaped
curriculum, classroom practice, professional development, the use of technology, and

Several fi such as the Meaningful Learning Attributes and the inquiry

process model, defined these “influencing spaces” and the conceptual space that teachers
worked in between meaningful learning and disciplined inquiry. As Wanda May (1993)
suggests, in the medium of curriculum these constructs shape how a teacher thinks about
his or her materials and the relationships between the key elements of the medium. In the
case of the model curriculum units, these elements helped define the emergent ends or
“ends-in-view” that help the artistic teacher be responsive within the medium of
curriculum and shape the “experimental exploration” that will take place within the
medium. Teachers’ work and professional learning in this conceptual space will be more
fully described in Chapter 4.
Teaching as an epistemic activity

Viewing teacher learning and practice as epistemic activities can help us better
understand the “fundamental nexus between what teachers know and what they do”
(Wineburg, 2001, p. 50). Viewing teaching and learning as fundamentally epistemic
activities can also help teachers, teacher educators, and professional development leaders

better support professional learning about epistemological issues at the heart of
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meaningful teaching and learning in significant social studies subject matter. Addressing
teaching and learning in social studies as epistemic activities is supported by recent
research (Bain, 2000, 2002; Carretero & Voss, 1994; Leinhardt, 1994; Stearns, Seixas, &
Wineburg, 2000) and calls to significantly strengthen teaching and learning in subject
matter by engaging students in disciplinary methods to construct knowledge.

Recent educational reforms call for curriculum, teaching, and student learning that
promote deep subject matter understanding (Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 1999; Wiske,
1998). Reforms in social studies education advocated by groups such as the National
Commission on Social Studies, the National Center for History in the Schools, the
Bradley Commission, and represented by the National Standards for History (1994; 1996)
stress that teachers begin with students’ understandings, challenge students to think
deeply about subject matter, and draw upon engaging stories to help students develop a
rich network of understandings (Perrone, 1998). These reforms argue that teaching for

PR q h

under on who can effectively engage students in meaningful

P

learning experiences in subject matter by building upon students’ prior knowledge and

lived experience in ways that are aligned with disciplinary knowledge. Accordingly,

teachers must be able to create classroom learning experiences in which students
actively try to solve problems, resolve dissonances between the way they initially
understand a phenomenon and new evidence that challenges that understanding,
put collections of facts or observations together into patterns, make and test
conjectures, and build lines of reasoning about why claims are or are not true.

(Thompson & Zeuli, 1999, p. 346)
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Among other things, teaching for significant subject matter understandings, then,
requires teachers to masterfully be able to make connections between students’ prior
knowledge and lived experience, and disciplinary knowledge and ways of knowing. It
views teaching as an epistemic activity requiring substantive disciplinary understandings
combined with sophisticated understandings about student learning (Bain, 2000), and
suggests an alignment of constructivist learning theory with disciplinary modes of
reasoning and knowledge construction.

Such a view of teaching implies certain epistemological orientations and
sensitivities on the part of teachers. While there has been no shortage of theoretical work
around important epistemological orientations teachers should have, some studies (Ball,
1993; Grossman, 1990; Lampert, 2001; Wineburg & Wilson, 1988) have investigated the
epistemological dimensions of “expert” teachers’ work and how certain epistemological
beliefs influence teaching practice and the ways that teachers think about subject matter,
curriculum, pedagogy, and student learning. These studies examine teaching as an
epistemic activity and how teachers think about and manage epistemological
relationships between student knowing and disciplinary knowing. In particular, they
suggest expert teachers have deep understandings of the epistemological dimensions of
their disciplines and are able to help students use disciplinary methods to develop subject
matter understandings (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000).

Epistemological perspectives: The case for epistemology

There is a body of theoretical work that outlines the epistemological dimensions

of teaching (Bruner, 1960; Dewey, 1902; Shulman, 1986, 1987). Much of the literature

suggests that making rich connections between students’ prior knowledge and lived
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experience and broader disciplinary und di quires certain epi logical

stances and ways of knowing and thinking about students, curriculum, and subject matter.
John Dewey (1902), in The Child and the Curriculum, noted this epistemological
orientation when he argued that the child’s sense-making should be seen as consistent
with disciplinary ways of knowing. Dewey wrote about the need to “psychologize”
subject matter and reinstate experience into subject matter so that it made sense to the
child’s frames of reference. He also argued that the teacher must be able to structure
learning experience within the disciplinary realm so that students would have meaningful
with discipli

y knowledge in ways that are consistent with their

experience and understanding (Dewey, 1902). Bruner (1960) also noted that students
should learn in ways that are authentic to the disciplines and that instruction should focus
on the creation of knowledge through the inquiry process itself, rather than on the
conclusions of disciplinary inquiry. Both Dewey and Bruner were recommending that
teachers work in the conceptual space of experience and subject matter to support
students’ developing understanding. Such views of teaching, learning, and curriculum
undoubtedly place significant demands on teachers and require some understanding of

q

the epistemological and pedagogical chall central to ional practices p

on these views.

According to McDiarmid, Ball, and Anderson (1989), an epistemological
orientation that recognizes relationships between subject matter and student learning
would entail knowing “what experts in the field do, how knowledge evolves, (and) what
the standards of evidence are” (p. 194) in ways that make these understandings accessible

to students. Teachers would “be able to view the subject matter through the eyes of the
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learner, as well as interpret the learner’s comments, questions, and activities through the
lenses of the subject” (p. 194). Teaching for meaningful learning, then, would seem to
depend upon teachers being able to view and understand student learning and classroom

certain di

p hroug| ip y lenses, an epi logical stance that acknowledges

and draws upon the similarities between student knowing and disciplinary knowing.

Making the plexities of teaching for ingful student learning more

hensible through a disciplinary framework aligns with an increased emphasis on

inquiry and historical interpretation, as suggested by the reforms calling for teaching for

under ding. Teachers and hers are beginning to identify the many challenges

and tensions that face educators hoping to merge constructivist approaches to learning
and disciplinary inquiry (Bain, 2000; Scheurman, 1998). They note the difficulty of
moving along the child and curriculum continuum and bridging student experience and
disciplinary knowledge. Connecting student interest with systematic knowledge in ways
that help students make the intellectual leap from their own experiences to the abstract
ideas of the disciplines remains a key challenge for educators (Powell, Farrar, & Cohen,
1985). Cindy Hartzler-Miller (2001) cites the need for more work that further develops

the relationships between di y ways of knowing and the cognitive processes of

constructing meaning:
Paralleling the interest in historians” mind-activity, a cognitive approach to
learning considers students’ thinking.... Although very little research exists which

correlates the use of historical inquiry with improvements in students’ historical

d ding, on a | level it is striking that, as Bain (1995) phrased it, a
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“natural affinity exists between history and a cognitive understanding of

learning.” (Hartzler-Miller, 2001, p. 673)

This suggests students can learn about the past by drawing upon disciplinary strategies
historians use to develop understandings about the past. For example, concepts used by
historians to make sense of the past may help students organize their knowledge in ways
that allow them to apply their understandings to new situations. The “cognitive
roadmaps” (Bransford, Brown, Cocking, 2000, p. 188) provided by the disciplines could
help teachers think about how they structure learning assignments and classroom
experiences for students to develop subject matter understanding.

A growing body of research also suggests “deep substantive knowledge of the
subject matter of history must be coupled with equally deep procedural knowledge”
(VanSledright, 2002, p. 14). It is this disciplinary procedural knowledge that seems to be
aligned with constructivist learning theories that describe the ways learners construct new
understandings. In other words, what reforms are calling for, the development of deep
understandings about social studies subject matter, requires development of the
intellectual skills and cognitive processes that are central to constructing disciplinary
knowledge itself. It is through these processes and habits of mind that students develop
understanding and construct new knowledge, much like historians or social scientists

construct their understandi It ires that

q

develop more sophisticated

methods of working with data, reflect on their own and others’ perspectives, investigate
competing claims and their evidentiary warrants, and be able to consider issues of

validity and reliability. Constructing new understandings, then, is viewed as
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a self-regulatory process of struggling with the conflict between existing personal
models of the world and discrepant new insights, constructing new
representations and models of reality as a human meaning-making venture with
culturally developed tools and symbols, and further negotiating such meaning
through cooperative social activity, discourse, and debate. (Fosnot, 1996, p. ix)
Disciplinary methods provide certain models of the world, representations of past
and present experience, tools and symbols to construct knowledge, and discourse
communities that can help students negotiate meaning. While more empirical research is

beginning to describe the intellectual work and cognitive processes that seem to blend

constructivist i king with disciplinary under ding, little research
investigates the epistemological orientations and beliefs that may help teachers manage
this complex landscape in the classroom. For example, researchers (Shulman, 1986;
Grossman, 1990) have identified and elaborated upon various domains of teacher
knowledge, but studies about whether and how teachers draw upon and manage certain
beliefs and understandings that enable them to make connections between students’ prior
knowledge and subject matter knowledge remain sparse. Whether and how teachers
develop and draw upon certain professional understandings may be related to their
perspectives about knowledge, especially their views about disciplinary knowledge and
their students’ ways of knowing.

While some empirical research has been done on teachers’ cognitive processes
(Clark & Peterson, 1986) and the knowledge base for teaching (Shulman, 1986, 1987),
more empirical work has been called for on the epistemological contexts of teaching

(Lyon, 1990; Windschitl, 2002). Studies of teacher thinking have tended to examine the
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psychological of teaching or describe teacher knowledge as a reified body of

ledge in various d ins. For ple, Clark and Peterson (1986) offer a model of
teacher thought and action that depicts two domains: teachers’ thought processes and
teachers’ actions and their observable effects. They argue that since teacher thinking goes
on “inside teachers’ heads,” it is unobservable (p. 257). This research seems to suggest
that teachers’ epistemological beliefs are a result of cognitive processes that exist solely
in the teachers’ head rather than developed through social activity, “born between people
collectively searching for truth, in the process of their dialogic interaction” (Bahktin,
1984, p. 110). My study aims to situate teachers’ epistemological stances in social
activity and professional learning.

Nona Lyons (1990) also argues that more research is needed about the

epistemological dimensions of teachers’ work and development, especially about “the

dy ics of the epi logical interactions at work in teaching” (p. 173). As Lyons
notes, “the teacher’s assessment of how to present subject matter is mediated by his or
her understanding of students as knowers and is informed by his or her own stance
towards a discipline and knowledge as well as consideration of the self as a knower” (p.
175). Furthermore, VanSledright (1996) has noted that the content history teachers tend
to teach is shaped by their orientations to the subject matter, their beliefs about students,
and the ways they understand curriculum. I would also add that not only their orientations
to these various domains is important, but how they view the relationships among these

ding how h

areas of knowledge is key to und might ge this complex

ptual landscape of ingful learning and discipli

d inquiry.
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Jerome Harste (2001) notes that “education as inquiry” requires a certain
philosophical stance. I argue that meaningful learning and inquiry-based education
require certain epistemological stances or orientations that view knowledge as fluid and
dynamic and knowing as a process of continually making meaning. Such stances also see
teaching and learning as developing shared meaning and understanding, acknowledge
multiple perspectives and ways of knowing, and view experience, knowledge, and
knowing as contextual, fallible, and highly interrelated.
ive acknowledges that

Viewing teaching from an blogical p

P P

teachers are knowledge workers with certain beliefs about knowledge and knowing that
affect their classroom practice. It considers the epistemological dimensions of teaching
for understanding, of student knowing and learning, of disciplinary knowing, and
relationships between student knowing and more disciplined forms of knowing. Such an
epistemological perspective is especially important to understand better the challenges of
implementing constructivist-oriented teaching practices called for by recent reforms. In
particular, teachers must understand the underpinnings of cognitive and social

constructivism, and the epi logical orientations y to support disciplined

inquiry in constructivist classrooms.

Teachers also must honor “students’ attempts to think for themselves while
remaining faithful to accepted disciplinary ideas” to develop deep understanding of
subject matter, learn to facilitate and manage disciplinary discourses, and “take advantage
of experience, discourse patterns, and local knowledge of students” (Windschitl, 2002, p.
133). For example, in the Model Units, teachers must be aware of students’ ideas and

thinking, and support students in elaborating or restructuring their understanding, help
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students use tools that mediate learning and develop understanding, be aware of and
model the kinds of thinking processes necessary for disciplined inquiry, and structure
learning activities that authentically engage students in meaningful learning experiences.
Knowing and experience

As Deborah Britzman (1991) notes, “behind every understanding of experience is
an implicit theory of knowing” (p. 34). I also believe that behind every theory of knowing
is an implicit theory of experience. An epistemological stance that supports constructivist
learning and disciplined inquiry might be described as rooted in a particular orientation
toward experience in which knowing is viewed as a social process and grounded in

experience. This socio-cultural perspective of learning places greater emphasis on

ing learning envirc in which stud can construct knowledge through

meaningful learning experiences. This stance is supported by Dewey’s (1938/63) theory
of experience that portrays all genuine education as coming through experience and
interaction with others and the environment: “Every experience is a moving force. Its
value can be judged only on the ground of what it moves toward and into” (p. 39).
Working in the conceptual space between students’ experiences and subject matter, then,
would require teachers to be able to structure learning experiences that move “toward and
into’ significant subject matter that will further support their sense-making abilities.
Dewey (1938/63) also spoke to the educative possibilities of experience:
“Experiences in order to be educative must lead out into an expanding world of subject

matter.... This condition is satisfied only as the educator views teaching and learning as a

process of uction of experience” (p. 87). Through a process of

inquiry, the learner makes sense of experience but draws upon subject matter or
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disciplinary understandings to support sense-making. Meaningful learning and inquiry-
oriented education, then, needs to be grounded in real-life experience, but also needs to
be an ongoing process of reconstructing subject matter to fit with experience, or of
creating learning experiences in ways that are informed by subject matter. Content needs
to be “psychologized” and connected to students’ contexts and experiences, and have
real-life relevance, connections, and implications.

As Deborah Britzman (1991) points out, Dewey’s concern was with the “work of
shaping and interpreting experience, and whether such interpretations lead to
transformative knowledge about the self and the social world” (p. 34). According to
Britzman, it is “our capacity to bestow experience with meanings, be reflective, and take
action” (p. 34) that makes experience educative. Experience and knowing are intimately
related, but it is through one’s ability to reflect on experience, create meaning, and take
action that meaningful learning occurs.

Unfortunately, this intimate relation between knowing and experience is not
typically respected in academic settings. As Britzman (1991) argues,

knowledge concerns all the ideas, discourse, and possibilities that enable one to

reflect upon the meanings of experience. Yet in academic life, knowledge and

experience are typically fragmented by tradition and design. There is a disjunction
between the authoritative discourse required by the academy and internally
persuasive discourse that can extend the understandings and meanings one already

possesses. (p. 35)

In academic settings, knowledge and experience have been severed, and the relationships

between subject matter and personal experience are neglected, lost, diminished, and
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viewed as separate. Subject matter knowledge is viewed as a body of knowledge divorced
from personal experience, to be mastered through methods that fix meanings and limit
possibilities for understanding. It becomes fragmented, compartmentalized, abstracted,
and de-contextualized in ways that don’t support personal meaning making.

This separation of knowledge and experience drives a wedge between knowledge
and the processes of knowing, and between content and pedagogy. Britzman (1991)
reminds us, “This separation tends to mystify the actual and potential relations between
the ‘how’ and the ‘what,’ and limits pedagogy to a mechanical problem of transmission”
(p. 37). She cites David Lusted (1986) to argue that pedagogy is productive and should be
understood in relationship to knowing and the production of knowledge. According to
Lusted (1986), pedagogy is important because “it draws attention to the process through
which knowledge is produced.... It enables us to... (ask) under what conditions and
through what means we ‘come to know’.... It becomes inseparable from what is being
taught and, crucially, how one learns” (Lusted, 1986, p. 85). Subject matter
understanding, then, depends on the pedagogical practices used to help students learn.

By re-establishing the intimate relationship between personal experience and
subject matter, teachers’ instructional practices represent key epistemological stances that
view knowledge and experience as intertwined. Working in the conceptual space between
the learner and subject matter depends on the conceptual frames, or epistemological
orientations, they have about meaningful learning and disciplinary procedures, and makes
epistemological issues much more visible, requiring teachers to confront important

epistemological questions. They must consider the epistemological relationships between
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students’ ideas, experience, and subject matter; between processes of learning and
processes of disciplinary knowing; and between what is to be taught and how it is taught.
Pragmatism and aesthetics: An aesthetic epistemology

To understand teachers’ professional learning experiences with the units and the
challenges they faced in their professional learning and teaching for meaningful learning
using inquiry approaches, I also draw upon pragmatic theoretical perspectives and
develop an aesthetic epistemological stance that views teacher knowing as aesthetic. I
believe pragmatism and aesthetics offer a theory of knowing grounded in experience,
transaction, and in certain communities and social practices. They provide a useful
framework for considering work in the medium of curriculum as fundamentally about
creating meaning and developing understanding. They also help us view teaching and
learning as creative and imaginative acts in which we can become “wide-awake to the
world” (Greene, 1995), consider new perspectives, and re-conceive and re-visualize
education in ways that might help re-conceptualize classroom practice.

My perspective is pragmatic in the sense that it draws upon several theorists who
represent a pragmatic stance toward knowing and knowledge. These theorists include
John Dewey, Richard Rorty, Cornell West, Cleo Cherryholmes, and feminist theorists,
such as Barbara Thayer-Bacon and Maxine Greene. Each of these theorists view knowing
as connected to experience and therefore situated, contextual, and contingent. They also
move us toward considerations of aesthetics, since an aesthetic approach to knowing and
creating meaning is integral to their work. First, I will outline my pragmatic perspective

by drawing on these theorists and others, and then I will provide an overview of an

34



aesthetic epistemology that I believe is a useful framework for understanding key
educational practices and perspectives of the teachers in the study.

Pragmatists view knowing as grounded in the knower’s experience and
relationship with others, therefore knowing is contextual, contingent, and necessarily
limited. As a result, “pragmatists are fallibilists (believing in the impossibility of attaining
knowledge that is certain) and pluralists (believing in the impossibility of attaining
knowledge that is universal)” (Thayer-Bacon, 2000, p. 38). They highlight “the centrality
of contingent and revisable social practices in acquiring knowledge” (West, 1989, p. 45)
and emphasize a more holistic, transactional, and relational view of experience and
knowing.

Cornell West (1989) provides an historical account of pragmatism that points to
an emphasis on the constant movement, flux, and protean nature of experience. West
argues that this view of experience necessitates epistemological openness, flexibility, and
improvisation in creating meaning, since experience is dynamic, shifting, and moving in
the continuous swirl of social relationship and interaction with one’s environment. West
argues that the goal of pragmatism is, “in the name of openness and revisability, to
unsettle and undo our excessive claims.... The role of pragmatism is that of ‘a happy
harmonizer’ and ‘a mediator and reconciler...that unstiffens our theories” (p. 57). It
enables us to juxtapose rigid dichotomies, such as theory/practice and
knowledge/experience, and affirm a dynamic pluralism to work in a middle space among
dualisms (West, 1989). For West, such a stance means the pragmatist is a cultural critic
and creator, more of a poet than scientist, engaged in poetic creation in the struggle for

meaning. West offers W.E.B. DuBois as an example of a pragmatic intellectual who
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viewed his role as a poet creating new visions and vocabularies for the moral
enhancement of society and individuals.
Nelson Goodman (1978) supports this notion of creating meaning at the heart of
pragmatic epistemology:
Briefly, then, truth of statements and rightness of descriptions, representations,
exemplifications, expressions — of design, drawing, diction, rhythm — is primarily
a matter of fit; fit to what is referred to in one way or another, or to other
renderings, or to modes and manners of organization.... And knowing or
understanding is seen as ranging beyond the acquiring of true-beliefs to the
discovering and devising of fit of all sorts. (p. 138)
Goodman provides a conception of knowing as a creative process of recognizing

" ¢

“rightness of descriptions,” “a matter of fit.”

Patterns are not so much discovered, but created: “Discovering laws involves
drafting them. Recognizing patterns is very much a matter of inventing and imposing
them. Comprehension and creation go together” (Goodman, 1978, p. 22). Pragmatism
gives us a sense of meaning making and knowing as aesthetic acts, since meaning making
and acquiring true beliefs are matters of “fit” and “rightness” of description. An aesthetic
sensibility and perceptivity helps us discern qualities of “rightness,” judge “fit,”
appreciate satisfying meanings that are created within certain contexts and in accordance
with certain criteria, and consider and evaluate possible consequences or outcomes.

These pragmatists describe experience as more than what can be described or

articulated through language alone. It “exceeds our logic, overflows and surrounds it”

(Thayer-Bacon, 2003, p. 96). We have immediate experience and name it with concepts.
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According to Thayer-Bacon, however, “we find that first concepts become a method,
then a habit, and finally a tyranny” (p. 59). Language and concepts that we become
accustomed to can result in our not noticing certain things, and therefore, “are in need of
constant critique and revision” (p. 61). Hence, pragmatists need to be critical,
recognizing that meanings are contingent, tentative, and continually created and re-
created.

As Cleo Cherryholmes (1999) reminds us, our concepts and lenses are “socially
constructed within contexts that are political, economic, cultural, ethnic, socially
stratified, linguistically diverse, and gendered.... We inherit preexisting conceptions,
desires, and methodologies that we use...” (pp. 36-37). These preexisting conceptions
and methodologies shape what we know and how we come to know. A critical
pragmatism is therefore necessary to help us understand the concepts and lenses we use
as needing constant critique and possibly revision.

In a similar fashion, Dewey believed inquiry is a continuous and ongoing
interpretation of experience; ideas need to be continually tested, using best available
evidence and criteria. Methods and criteria are also revisable and developed “within a
cultural matrix which is ultimately determined by the nature of social relations” (Dewey,
1938, p. 487). For Dewey, understanding is a social activity and always in process. He
believed that sympathetic understandings, noticing the other, listening intently, and being
open to others’ perspectives help us to see differently, notice new things, and think
differently.

Pragmatism, then, moves us toward knowing as an aesthetic process of creating

meaning, developing connections, inventing patterns, and sharing and testing our
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understandings with others. It offers an experimental, fluid, open, and creative approach
to inquiry and knowing. Thayer-Bacon (2003) notes that later in his career, Dewey
“turned to art as a model for inquiry” (p. 70), and Cherryholmes (1999) concurs that
Dewey later came to see research and inquiry as aesthetic endeavors. I believe this notion
of inquiry and knowing as aesthetic acts are important when considering the
epistemological stances teachers draw upon to make sense of classroom experience and
knowledge.

In Art as Experience, Dewey (1934) noted, “discord is the occasion that induces
reflection” (p. 15), and since discord and tension are full of emotion and energy, and
highly productive, an artist seeks them, dwells in them, and cultivates them. According to
Dewey, “Since the artist cares in a peculiar way for the phase of experience in which
union is achieved, he does not shun moments of resistance and tension. He rather
cultivates them, not for their own sake but because of their potentialities, bringing to
living consciousness an experience that is unified and total” (p. 15).

Art provided a more holistic and unitary sense of experience and knowing for
Dewey (1934): “In life that is truly life, everything overlaps and merges” (p. 18).
According to Dewey, ways of knowing, relationships, past, present, and future, agent and
context are interconnected in ways that require more holistic and multi-perspectival
lenses that allow us to see connections and interrelationships, commonalities, and
continuities. An artistic, aesthetic sensibility provides this perspective.

In the context of teachers’ work in the medium of curriculum, challenges or
discord that arise in classroom practice can provide rich opportunities for learning and

creating new meanings. Artful or aesthetic approaches to classroom experience may also

38



help teachers develop more holistic and multi-perspectival lenses that support their work
in the conceptual space between students and subject matter.

Describing teaching as artful and requiring aesthetic sensibilities is a re-
conceptualization of classroom practice. Richard Rorty (1986) makes the case for “re-
description” in which

[T]he method is to re-describe lots and lots of things in new ways, until you have

created a pattern of linguistic behavior which will tempt the rising generation to

adopt it, thereby causing them to look for more appropriate new forms of
nonlinguistic behavior... it works holistically and pragmatically. It say things like

‘try thinking of it this way’ — or more specifically, ‘try to ignore the apparently

futile traditional question by substituting the following new and possibly

interesting question. (p. 9)

Rorty (1986) saw progress as a “history of increasingly useful metaphors” (p. 9).
Paradigm shifts are caused by changes in language (new vocabularies) to describe
phenomena and change “the way we talk, and thereby chang(e) what we want to do and
what we think we are” (p. 20). Art and aesthetics, attentiveness, mindfulness, and
creative meaning-making are useful re-descriptions that might change how we think
about educational practice.

Re-conceptualizing teaching as aesthetic practice

I view the process of attending carefully to experience, creating meaning, and
understanding different ways of knowing, including our own lenses, as part of an
aesthetic epistemology. I use an aesthetic framework to understand how teachers make

sense of classroom experience and use classroom experience (curriculum, students’ ideas,

39



the nuances and qualities of classroom experience) to respond artfully in the medium of
an ML/T, inquiry-based curriculum. This framework builds on the work of Dewey
(1934), Eliot Eisner (1990), Philip Jackson (1985), Maxine Greene (1995), Zygmunt
Bauman (1997), Cleo Cherryholmes (1999), and Wanda May (1993). For example,
Wanda May (1993) has noted that artistic teachers astutely perceive the nuances and
qualities of students’ experiences and how best to respond to them. She views teaching as
a work of art in the medium of curriculum and classroom experience. Teaching as a work
of art includes teachers making judgments based on qualities that unfold in the course of
action and being responsive to the contingencies and complexities inherent in teaching.

Aesthetics is a powerful way to reframe the work of teaching because it allows for
multiple forms of sense making (intuitive, experiential, rational, kinesthetic, etc.), since
many modalities are used in creating art or thinking artfully. It opens up new possibilities
for conceptualizing curriculum, teaching, and learning that have significant implications
for classroom practice. Teaching for meaningful learning and working in the conceptual
space between students’ ideas and experience and subject matter involves aesthetic
judgment, imagination, flexibility, and certain sensitivities and approaches to
“imaginatively adapt curriculum to meet students’ background, interests, and needs”
(Henderson, 2001, p. 170).

Such a perspective sees teaching as fundamentally about meaning making and
developing understanding, and as artistic in the sense that art is about meaning-making
and expanding understanding. Zygmunt Bauman (1997) makes this point when he

describes postmodern art:
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The meaning of postmodern art, we may say, is to stimulate the process of
meaning-making and guard it against the danger of ever grinding to a halt; to be
alert to the inherent polyphony of meaning and to the intricacy of all
interpretation; to act as a sort of intellectual and emotional antifreeze, which
prevents solidification of any half-way finding into an icy canon arresting the
flow of possibilities... postmodern art brings in to the open the perpetual
incompleteness of meanings and thus the essential inexhaustibility of the realm of
the possible. (p. 107)

Applying this definition of art to teaching would mean that teaching is about stimulating

the process of meaning-making, being aware of and encouraging multiple meanings and

interpretations, and recognizing teaching and learning as constant movement within a

medium of curriculum, and the realization of infinite possibilities. Artful teaching would

require methods that support these qualities of creating art forms.
Bauman (1997) goes on to say that,
Postmodern art is a critical and emancipatory force in as far as it compels the
artist, now bereaved of binding schemas and foolproof methods, and the
viewer/listener, now left without canons of seeing and the comforting uniformity
of taste, to engage in the process of understanding/interpreting/meaning-
making... By so doing, it liberates the possibilities of life, which are infinite...
The meaning of postmodern art, I propose is to open wide the gate to the arts of
meaning. (p. 111)

Teaching in accordance with such a vision would open wide the gate to the arts of

meaning making in teaching and learning. It would encourage teachers to engage in the
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processes of understanding, interpreting, and meaning-making in ways that support
making generative connections between students’ ideas and experiences and subject
matter.

This artful approach to teaching and learning is especially important in inquiry-
oriented classrooms. Meaningful learning requires that teachers are able to elicit students’
ideas, knowledge, and experiences in relation to key content and help students build upon
or restructure their ideas, knowledge, and experiences in the realm of infinite
possibilities. Teachers must be sensitive to and able to understand and assess students’
ideas, knowledge, and experience on the spot in order to engage in substantive
conversation or make connections between their ideas and subject matter. Such work
requires vigilance against grinding to a halt and arresting the flow of possibilities.

Such an aesthetic epistemological orientation would help teachers seek out
relationships between subject matter and student learning. It would entail knowing and
working in the medium of what experts in the field do and how knowledge is created in
ways that make these understandings accessible to students. Teachers would be able to
flexibly and responsively view the subject matter through the eyes of the learner, as well
as interpret the learner’s ideas, comments, questions, and activities through the lenses of
the subject, which McDiarmid, Ball, and Anderson (1989) suggest is an important quality
of teaching for meaningful learning.

Metaphors for aesthetic practices

Several metaphors have been used to describe this aesthetic and relational way of

thinking and classroom practice, and are helpful in seeing relationships between students

and subject matter. Scaffolding is probably the most well known metaphor to describe
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how people construct new knowledge and understanding by building on what they
already know. Scaffolding describes the way learners construct new understanding by
building on pre-existing understandings and working in a “zone of proximal
development” (Vygotsky, 1978), a virtual construction zone of knowing and learning.

This work, I believe, fundamentally draws upon aesthetic ways of knowing. The
scaffolding or supports that are provided depend upon the learner being able to make
connections and develop relationships that help them make the “leap” from where they
are to where they want to go. This connectivity, or web of relationships, that helps them
cross the conceptual space of where they start and where they end up is more of a
feathery, gossamer-like web that is never quite as firm or solid as suggested by the
scaffolding metaphor. When learners criss-cross the terrain of big ideas, for example,
they may be exploring new territory and making new connections, creating new webs of
understanding. In fact, they may rarely, if ever, draw upon the same path of
understanding, since their understanding is continually reconstructed as they encounter
new situations.

An aesthetic epistemology might also be viewed as a type of classroom literacy, a
way of “reading” the classroom, students’ ideas, and making intertextual connections.
Making connections between these readings leads to another metaphor that has been used
to describe teachers’ work as a form of “bricolage.” Teaching referred to as “bricolage”
or “tinkering” (Huberman, 1993, 1995) represents how teachers’ work consists of piecing
together various elements of students’ ideas and content. In other words, teachers must
be able to work across and blend, or integrate, two “contributing” conceptual spaces, such

as students’ ideas and experiences and subject matter. Bricolage is an artful activity that
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entails creating patterns, juxtaposing and putting things together in meaningful ways, and
making connections between elements that are seemingly dissimilar.

Another metaphor that has been used is mapping. In a chapter I co-authored,
entitled, Mapping the Terrain for Meaningful Learning using Technology in Social
Studies (in press), we argue that teachers need to know how to “map” the location of
learning at any given moment, so that instructional decisions build on prior knowledge
and learning in ways that move students effectively toward learning goals. The options
for instructional paths are infinite within the terrain for meaningful learning in social
studies because of the nature of the “here” (beginning with students’ current knowledge,
experience, needs, and interests), “there” (achieving enduring understandings of complex
ideas, skills, and content in multiple disciplines), and the diversity of possible content and
paths for the learning journey. We believe that mapping in each moment the location of
students in the terrain is critical to know what subsequent instructional steps will guide
them toward a particular journey’s end. This conception of teaching and learning is also
supported in a report from the National Research Council’s Committee on Developments
in the Science of Learning which states, “Knowing where one is in a landscape requires a
network of connections that link one’s present location to the larger space . .. [I]tis the
network, the connections among [learning] objectives, that is important” (Bransford,
Brown, & Cocking, 2000, p.139). Again, an aesthetic sensibility that allows one to make
connections and develop relationships among or between various locations in the terrain
seems critical for teachers. I believe it is an aesthetic sensibility that allows one to be
more aware of the “here” and the “there” in the medium of curriculum, and that creates

and supports connections that lead to students creating meaning.



Aesthetic dimensions of teaching and knowing: A framework for understanding
how teachers manage epistemological challenges

This aesthetic framework requires further elaboration, since it plays an integral
role in understanding how teachers work in the conceptual space outlined above and
manage the epistemological challenges that are presented in this space. I present an
aesthetic perspective that I believe provides an overarching framework to help me
understand the work I did with the Model Unit Teachers, consider methodological
approaches in my dissertation study, and guide further explorations into teaching and
inquiry as aesthetic acts. This framework guided the work I did with study participants
and how I made sense of the data I collected in the study. It builds upon frameworks
developed (by the project team) to guide professional learning and the development of a
professional learning curriculum.

This framework includes the following three aspects of knowing and coming to
know as active processes: (1.) mindfulness and attentiveness to experience, (2.) the
creation of meaning, and (3.) artfully expressing, considering, or acting upon implications
for teaching and learning. Each of these qualities of aesthetic knowing will be explored
below. How these aspects of the framework were developed and used by teachers will be
examined in Chapter 4. In Chapter 5, I provide a case in which teachers draw upon these
aspects of knowing to make sense of classroom experience.

In Art as Experience, Dewey’s (1934) theory of experience is extended to include
the possibilities of aesthetic experience, of knowing and experiencing life artfully. For
Dewey, there are sources of art in everyday experience and it is possible to recover “the

continuity of aesthetic experience with normal processes of living” (p. 10). His view of
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aesthetic experience involves the full appreciation of immediate experience and a deeper
sense of the world. He believed that all of experience could be treated artfully. According
to Philip Jackson (1985), Dewey’s claim is that even the most routine aspects of
experience “could become more infused with significance and therefore more meaningful
to us if crafted in a manner that roughly parallels the making of an art object” (p. 124).
Artful experience, then, would seem to require attentiveness to one’s activity, an
understanding of significance or the creation of meaning through reflection, and the
crafting of experience in an artful manner.

To structure Dewey’s theory of aesthetics, three aspects of experience that can
make experience aesthetic and educative will be examined. Jackson (1985) notes that
such experience “is one that does something to prepare a person for later experience of a
deeper and expansive quality” (p. 6). Each aspect of experience, then, can be attended to
in an artful manner to make it educative. By doing so, a teacher, or a researcher, might
attend to classroom experience in ways that heighten experience, create meanings that
suggest new possibilities for practice, and énact or describe teaching practice in ways that
are more artful.

Being attentive

In Art as Experience, Dewey (1934) describes the undergoing of certain
experiences as oftentimes automatic, dull, and mechanical. For Dewey, we fail to
experience fully, and we perceive qualities of experience through lenses that often
prevent us from noticing certain aspects of experience. Experience becomes routine; we
become inattentive and develop habitual ways of perceiving that preclude other

possibilities for experiencing and making sense of experience.
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However, art can throw off “the covers that hide the expressiveness of
experienced things; it quickens us from the slackness of routine and enables us to forget
ourselves by finding ourselves in the delight of experiencing the world about us in its
varied qualities and forms” (Dewey, 1934, p.104). For Dewey (1934), a more artful
approach to experience makes possible fresh, new ways of experiencing life by
developing sensitivities to the qualities of things. According to Dewey, “The esthetic or
undergoing phase of experience is receptive. It involves surrender... To steep ourselves
in a subject-matter we have first to plunge into it” (p. 53). Thus, an aesthetic stance is not
just receptive, it is active and requires reflective engagement with experience. It is a
matter of being wide-awake, attuned, and receptive to experience. We can learn to
experience more fully, notice what we hadn’t noticed before, and re-see the world in
novel ways.

This aesthetic sensibility results in deeper perception, a perception of wider
possibilities. According to Phillip Jackson (1985), “Perception is always open-ended.
There is always more to see, or hear, or touch, or smell, or think about” (p. 62). We can
learn to develop a cultivated taste or a refined sensibility, and learn to develop “a
discriminating procedure which constantly uncovers in the object new meanings to be
perceived and enjoyed” (p. 63). Dewey (1934) also described the importance of
awakening to the ordinary and that aesthetic experience shifts perception, provides a
sense of excitement or insight, a feeling that something has been discovered.

Developing an aesthetic sensibility requires close observation, attentiveness, and
careful examination of the qualities of experience. Art can help “perfect the power to

perceive” (Jackson, 1985, p. 113) and open the mind to qualities of experience. It
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requires a view of experience as unfolding, as moment by moment, as concentration on
the here and now. As Jackson notes, “our capacity to perceive objects for their own sake
is a learned ability” (Jackson, p. 149). This learned ability is what Elliot Eisner (1998)
refers to as connoisseurship:

Perception manifests itself in experience and is a function of the transactions

between the qualities of the environment and what we bring to those qualities.

The character of that experience is in large measure influence by our ability to

differentiate among the qualities we attend to... The ability to make fine-grained

discriminations among complex and subtle qualities is an instance of what I have
called connoisseurship... It is a matter of noticing and noticing requires
perceptivity. Perceptivity is the ability to differentiate and to experience the

relationships...an interplay of qualitative relationships. (p. 63-64)

Eisner also addressed the importance of perception and connoisseurship to
education, since what we learn is what we pay attention to, and what we pay attention to
helps us differentiate experiences and expand our understanding. Eisner refers to this
awareness of the qualities of experience and the differentiation of experience as
“epistemic seeing.” It is an ability to discern complexities, nuances, and subtleties in
experience. It allows us to perceive the richness of experience by paying close attention
to the qualities of experience.

Dewey (1934) provides a good example of what this type of “epistemic seeing”
looks like. It consists of

turning an idea around, the way a jeweler might examine a gem, looking at it first

from this angle and then from that, examining its depths, testing its instrumental
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worth, pursuing its connections with other ideas and with the world of action,

moving close to it, then backing away for a view from afar, even abandoning it

for a time, the way an artist might temporarily lay a work aside, only to return to

it with renewed energy on another occasion. (p. 158-159)

However, seeing things in certain ways is also a way of not seeing. Antecedent
knowledge helps us see and label things but also limits our perceptions and fixes it in
certain ways. Viewing experience through the lenses we bring to experience means we
foreclose on certain possibilities of exploring or noticing certain qualities. According to
Eisner (1998), “Learning to see what we have learned not to notice remains one of the
most critical and difficult tasks of educational connoisseurs” (p. 77).

Richard Rorty (1986) notes the importance of this aesthetic way of noticing:

All that is required to act well is to do what artists are good at — noticing things

that most other people do not notice, being curious about what others take for

granted, seeing the momentary iridescence and not just the underlying formal
structure. The curious, sensitive artist will be the paradigm of morality because he

[sic] is the only one who always notices everything. (p. 159)
Maxine Greene (1988) calls for moving ourselves toward “wide-awakedness” to become
more attentive, to cultivate multiple ways of seeing so that we can recognize patterns,
connections, and possibilities. Doing so allows for greater possibilities to create meaning
and develop understanding.
Creating meaning

According to Dewey (1934), meaning is created through a process of reflection.

By stepping back from experience and thinking deeply about the qualities of experience,
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we are able to create meaning. Dewey argued that we engage in experience, undergo
certain tensions that arise in experiencing, and reflect upon tensions and problematic
situations to create new meanings and find momentary resolution. It is the process of
reflecting upon doing and undergoing that allows for the creation of new meaning.

Thus, there is relationship between the immediate situation and a pervasive sense
of the qualitative whole through which meaning is created. This process requires
reflection and a conscious effort at meaning making, since “as long as we remain
immersed in a situation, we cannot describe it” (Jackson, 1985, p. 19). This suggests that
once experience becomes an object of reflection, new meanings can be bestowed upon it.
When there is disequilibrium or puzzlement “we are led to search for elements and
relations within the situation that will reveal its’ meaning, thereby causing it to make
sense” (ibid, p. 21). This disequilibrium leads us to seek significance and meaning, to
make sense of a problematic situation so that we can act to reduce felt tensions.

Again, Jackson (1985) helps us understand this processes of making meaning:
“The event with meaning (i.e., the object) is not to be mistaken for the event itself... The
more we know about an object, the more we discover about its connections with other
worldly things, the richer its’ meaning becomes” (p. 25). It is the connections and
relationships that are forged that imbue an object or situation with meaning. By creating
new connections and relationships, either with other objects and situations, or between
the object/situation and the larger, qualitative whole, we create meaning. Oftentimes
these connections and relationships are only vaguely perceived. In describing the work of

artists, scientists, and thinkers, Dewey (1934) noted, “They...press forward toward some
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end dimly and imprecisely prefigured, groping their way as they are lured on by the
identity of an aura in which their observations and reflections swim” (p. 73).

Meanings may be difficult to formulate and articulate, but Dewey believed there
is no limit to the growth of meaning, that multiple and endless meanings are possible.
And, “As meaning accrues...experience grows with it. Indeed, experiential growth is but
the expansion of meaning” (Jackson, 1985, p. 111). Thus, Dewey argued that an
“educative experience” is that which allows us to experience certain qualities of
experience more fully and expand meaning. Art makes possible new meaning or the
expansion of meaning.

Part of this process of creating meaning involves coming to know through
relationships with others who will necessarily have different perspectives than yours
because they have had different experiences. For example, as Eliot Eisner (1990) notes,
“As one’s ability to take different perspectives grows, what is considered relevant shifts.
The data one seeks change. The interpretation that is appropriate alters. Taking various
perspectives is a way of examining situations from different angles” (p. 49). Others’
perspectives are important to the meaning making process for artists and pragmatists,
because these help us overcome our own limited and fallible knowledge to create new
meaning or deepen our own understanding. Others’ perspectives “deepen and broaden
our experience and help us understand what we are looking at” (Eisner, 1990, p. 59).

For Dewey and other pragmatists, knowing is done in community, through
sharing perspectives, and inviting diverse viewpoints. We give meanings to experience
because it is useful and enjoyable. Creating meaning is creating and seeing relationships

or patterns, and thinking about “objects as having connections with other elements within
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the environment, to see how (they) bear on other things” (Jackson, 1985, p. 26). Others
help us create new patterns and connections that can support meaning making. According
to Dewey (1925/1981, p. 283), “thinking is preeminently an art,” an art in which new
meanings are created.

Teaching is fundamentally about creating meaning and developing understanding.
Teachers must know how meanings are constructed in the subjects they teach, recognize
the variety of meanings that might be possible in reading texts, interweave meanings
across texts, and work with students’ ideas and experiences to create connections and
relationships to significant subject matter. It requires working in the “in-betweens”:
between the individual’s perspective and others’ perspectives, between text and reader,
between personal experience and subject matter, between what one knows and what one
hopes to know, and between current realities and possible futures. The pragmatist,
Richard Bernstein (1992) writes that the activity of thinking takes place in such “gaps”:
“It is in this gap that the experience of thinking occurs — thinking that must be practiced
and exercised over and over again but which knows no finality” (p. 15). It is in these
generative spaces that teaching and learning take place.

Working in these “gaps” or conceptual spaces requires keeping open the spaces
for creating meaning, inviting multiple perspectives and diverse viewpoints, and using
our imaginations to try to understand difference. As Bernstein (1992) notes, “there can be
no escape from plurality — a plurality of traditions, perspectives, philosophical
orientations” (p. 329). As a result, we have an obligation to acknowledge and respond to
this plurality, hear others’ perspectives with the aim of understanding, while recognizing

that conflict may be unavoidable. Bernstein (1992) calls for a model of dialogic
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encounter that can help us respond to conflicting perspectives and disagreement. For him

this means we begin with
the assumption that the other has something to say to us and to contribute to our
understanding... this requires imagination, sensitivity and perfecting
hermeneutical skills. There is a play, a to-and-fro movement in dialogical
encounters, a seeking for a common ground in which we can understand our
differences. The other is not an adversary or an opponent, but a conversational
partner. (p. 337)

Artfully expressing understanding

According to Jackson (1985), aesthetic acts and art works have implications since
they “contribute meaning and value to future experience. They modify our ways of
perceiving the world, thus leaving us and the world itself irrevocably changed” (p. 33).
Expressions of aesthetic activity offer and make possible new ways of thinking and
perceiving. Art involves physical materials that are converted into forms that convey
meaning. They hold transformative potentialities since they provide a break in the
ongoing flow of experience, deepen understanding, and help us imagine possibilities or
allow us to see things as otherwise. They have the capacity to help us uncover, discover,
and see differently. For Eisner (1990), this is a key purpose and implication of art: “We
learn to write and to draw, to dance and to sing, in order to re-present the world as we
know it” (p. 27). Expression and representation are a process of reconstruction and the
creation of meaning that puts forth new meanings in the world. According to Dewey

(1934), «
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In art as an experience, actuality and possibility or ideality, the new and the old,
objective material and personal response, the individual and the universal, surface
and depth, sense and meaning, are integrated in an experience in which they are
all transfigured from the significance that belongs to them when isolated in
reflection. (p. 301)
The expression of understanding and meanings created provide an embodiment of this
integration and transfiguration. The raw materials of experience are reworked for artistic
expression. Aesthetic expression is the clarification of emotion and tension, the sharing of
meaning and value, and the ordering of experience in ways that express meaning and
communicate new understanding. This expression results in a “growing experience,” in
which greater order and unity are achieved. Aesthetic expression means creating subject
matter anew. The creation of subject matter into new forms of expression is “a
developing process” (Dewey, 1934, p. 111) that “keeps alive the power to experience the
common world in its fullness” (p. 133). According to Dewey (1934), “Experience occurs
continuously” (p. 35), but an experience must lead to fulfillment, be demarcated from
other experiences, be consummated, stand out. Art communicates new understanding, re-
presents experience, and in doing so helps us experience differently or more fully.

Artful expression must provide a sense of what it’s about and where it’s going, a
sense of undergoing and reconstruction, in which actions and consequences are seen as
interrelated. The artist “has to see each particular connection of doing and undergoing in
relation to the whole that he desires to produce” (Dewey, 1934, p. 45). Means and ends

are never separated. The artist has in mind “ends-in-view” while working to create

54



meaning: “Until the artist is satisfied in perception with what he is doing, he continues
shaping and reshaping” (ibid, p. 49).

This is an important element of teaching artfully. The teacher has “ends-in-view”
in mind while working to create meaning. S/he continues shaping and re-shaping until
satisfied in relationship to outcomes and qualities of student learning. Individual lessons
and activities, instructional strategies, and learning experiences must be seen in relation
to the whole that is desired. Artful teaching and learning must lead to fulfillment, stand
out, contribute meaning, and modify our ways of perceiving the world.

Cleo Cherryholmes (1999) uses the term “aesthetically desirable” to describe how
we evaluate the consequences and outcomes of our actions. We want things to “turn out
well.” We apply an aesthetic lens to consider possible implications, satisfying meanings,
and desired outcomes. We evaluate and assess our work and meanings created based on
our desires (‘“‘ends-in-view”), the quality of the processes we engage in or employ, and
the consequences or effects they produce.

Considering possibilities
Artful teachers, then, have developed these sensibilities and schemas. How are they
developed? Possibly, by making the epistemological dimensions of their work more
explicit, using various conceptual frameworks to make sense of classroom experience,
and being purposefully reflective about epistemological issues and challenges that are
central to working in the conceptual space of meaningful learning and disciplined
inquiry. By being more aware of and using different epistemological lenses and

frameworks to understand classroom experience, they might become more aware of their
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own views about knowing, students’ ways of knowing, and more disciplined forms of
knowing.

To examine teachers’ conceptions of knowing, and in particular, certain big ideas,
their utility, and their implications for teaching and learning, I pay attention to what they
said and did while participating in my study. I make a case for teaching as an epistemic
activity that presents many epistemological challenges. By examining how four teachers
worked in the conceptual space between meaningful learning and disciplined inquiry to
manage these challenges, I demonstrate how these teachers artfully and creatively
responded to the particularities of the various elements provided by their students, their

contexts, and the curriculum.
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CHAPTER THREE
CASE STUDY AND NARRATIVE INQUIRY: A RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

It is not a matter of starting from certain theoretical or methodological problems:

it is a matter of starting from what we want to do, and then seeing which methods

and theories will best help us achieve these ends. (Eagleton, 1996, p. 183)

Introduction

My dissertation study is situated in the work I have been doing with the project
and the teachers I worked with for three years. It emerged from our collaborative
inquiries into teaching for ML/T and the many challenges it poses. This is an interpretive
study (Erickson, 1986) that attempts to understand how teachers think about creating
meaning in the conceptual space between students’ ideas and experiences and subject
matter using big ideas in the medium of an ML/T curriculum. To investigate teachers’
thinking about knowing across the contexts of their work, I used qualitative, multi-
method approaches that are described in this chapter. These methods evolved in the
process of my investigation and were selected according to which approaches seemed
most satisfactory and effective in developing a sense of teachers’ epistemological
orientations.

In this chapter, I also provide a detailed description of the ML/T curriculum, since
the teachers’ professional learning experiences were grounded in the two Model Units.
The curriculum units are an important data source and served as an object of inquiry
during the teachers’ professional learning experiences. Understanding key facets and
elements of the curriculum are important for understanding the teachers’ learning

experiences in Chapter 4, a narrative analysis of their work in the curriculum, and for
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understanding their conversation during the Professional Learning Block about big ideas,
which is the focus of Chapter 5. I describe key aspects of the curriculum at the end of this
chapter, as a way to orient the reader to my data analysis in chapters 4 and 5.

As Denzin and Lincoln (1994) suggest, qualitative research that analyzes multiple
data sources across multiple contexts and draws upon multiple strategies and paradigms
to make sense of experience can be seen as a form of bricolage. This form of research is
an interactive and iterative process that investigates how meanings are constructed within
social activity. This approach is consistent with my overarching conceptual framework
that views knowing as participatory and constructed in action. It draws upon a pragmatic
view of knowing and research that favors methods and criteria for knowing that are
flexible, responsive, and based upon what works or proves useful for certain purposes.
Gergen and Gergen (1991) support this pragmatic and socio-cultural notion of research in
which the researcher participates as a co-inquirer with those seeking to develop
understanding and meaning: “Accounts of the world...take place within shared systems
of intelligibility... These accounts are not viewed as the external expression of the
speaker’s internal processes (such as cognition, intention), but as an expression of
relationships among persons” (p. 78). In this respect, my study is part of the ongoing
collaborative inquiries into curriculum, teaching, student learning, and classroom
experience in which I participated with the study participants during our work in the
project.

During my work developing curriculum and leading professional development
activities with the Model Unit Teachers, there were several tensions and challenges that I

struggled to better understand and address. Generally, these tensions and challenges
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seemed to be central to implementing the inquiry process and ML/T practice in
educational settings. These challenges included the two epistemological challenges that
are central to my study. These issues were fundamental to curriculum development and
implementation, the inquiry process, teaching for understanding, meaningful learning,
and professional development. Based on my work in the project and with the Model Unit
Teachers, I began to view teaching as an epistemic activity and teacher thinking and
orientations to knowledge as the epistemological contexts through which curriculum is
enacted in classrooms.

I also formulated several questions that addressed the epistemological issues and
challenges that seemed central to teachers’ work in the medium of ML/T curriculum. The
following questions became the questions that frame my study:

= How do teachers make connections between students’ prior knowledge and lived

experience and social studies subject matter?

= What are the epistemological stances teachers bring to students’

knowing/knowledge and disciplinary knowing/knowledge that enables them to

make these connections?
These questions also guided my selection of research methods described in this chapter.
In the remaining sections of this chapter, I describe the participants in the study, describe
challenges I faced as a researcher, and explain my methods.

Study participants

The four teachers in the study, Lynn, Susan, Tim, and Don, were selected because

they had demonstrated a commitment to the ML/T framework and inquiry-based

approaches to teaching. Each had committed to ongoing professional learning around
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ML/T to continue improving their ML/T practice in instruction, and each indicated a
willingness to participate in the study.

Two of the teachers, Lynn and Don, had piloted the Mexico and Migration Unit
during the first year of implementation, while the other two, Susan and Tim, came on
board during the second year of teaching the Model Unit. Each of the teachers is white
and middle-class, and taught in different schools and districts in the consortium of school
districts participating in the project. These districts are located in and around a mid-size
city of about 55,000 people in the Midwest.

None of the teachers described their social studies subject matter backgrounds as
strong. In this respect, they differed from the teachers in the previous studies that were
conducted with “expert” teachers characterized as having strong disciplinary
backgrounds that they drew upon in their teaching.

Don

Don, a veteran teacher of 30 years, taught 6" grade social studies and language
arts in a K-6 elementary school serving 475 students in a predominantly middle-class,
white, rural neighborhood on the perimeter of this mid-size city. Located near an older
section of the city, the school is not racially diverse, but is fairly diverse socio-
economically. Along with new housing in the area are five trailer parks and many
students who live in single-parent households. One hundred fifty-four students in Don’s
school qualified for free and reduced lunches. He typically had between 25-28 students in
his two social studies classes.

Don majored in education and psychology at a small, private, midwestern

university, and had been teaching mainly language arts and English before his
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participation with the project. He cited Levstik and Barton’s (2001) Doing History as
having had a significant impact on his thinking about and teaching social studies, and
noted that he had re-read the text during the summer after the first year of teaching the
unit.

Don noted that he had been involved with many reform efforts that had been
implementéd in his school district over the years but had not found one that had
significantly shifted his thinking or practice in social studies education. According to
Don, his involvement with the project resulted in a significant move from a textbook
approach to the intensive use of technology to support disciplined inquiry in the social
studies. An admitted *“techno-phobe” prior to teaching the curriculum units, he repeatedly
noted that the integration of technology with disciplinary approaches in the units helped
him change his teaching practice.

Lynn

Lynn taught 6"-8" grade social studies in a K-12 Catholic school with 700
students located in the downtown area of the city. She had taught social studies at this
school for 11 of her 26 years of teaching. Prior to teaching at this school she taught 5®
grade. She taught two classes of 6™, 7", and 8" grade social studies, normally had 23-28
students in each of her classes, and taught all 150 middle school students at the school.
She taught the Model Units to 6™ graders during 70-minute class sessions on Mondays
and Wednesdays, and for 40 minutes on Fridays.

Lynn majored in Health and Physical Education and was certified in Elementary
Education and Gifted and Talented Education. She had about 15-18 undergraduate credit

hours in the social sciences and believed she mostly learned about social studies content
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when planning units and preparing to teach the units. She described her social studies
instruction as “textbook-based” prior to her involvement with the project. Lynn was very
excited about teaching the Model Units, the experience of ML/T as an instructional
framework, and her professional learning. She willingly participated in many conference
presentations about ML/T and was involved during the summers in making revisions to
the units with the university curriculum development team.

Susan

Susan taught four classes of 8" grade social studies in a school located in the main
district of the same city. The district had 7,471 students and in Susan’s school 59% of the
420 students qualified for free and reduced lunches. Susan had been teaching social
studies for four years and noted that she still felt like she was a beginning teacher in
many respects. Of the school’s 420 students, approximately 70% were white, 20%
African-American, and 10% Latino. Lynn had 20-27 students in her classes.

Susan majored in political science and had a post-baccalaureate certificate in
history. She identified her understanding of social studies content, including history, as
weak and at the “surface level.” She said she had never learned about disciplined inquiry
in her course work and that most of her courses provided surface coverage of topics and
issues.

Tim

Tim taught 6" grade social studies and math in a middle class section of the city.

Most of his students were white and 13% of the 287 students in this 6" grade building

qualified for free and reduced lunches.
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Tim had been teaching for six years, five of which were at his current school. He
had been teaching social studies for only two years and was able to teach the Model Units
during both years. Tim had three minors with his undergraduate degree: one in
Elementary Education, one in English/Language Arts, and one in Science/Math. Tim
described his understanding of social studies as average, but noted that he was very
interested in social studies topics and issues. His father was a history teacher, and Tim
noted that he was a good resource for him.

The teachers were also selected because of their record working together
collaboratively and collegially. They had been four of the five teachers asked to
participate in the summer work to develop the on-line professional learning curriculum
that would be used to orient other teachers to ML/T teaching practice. Over time and as a
group, they had demonstrated commitment to investigating ML/T teaching practice and
collaborative professional development. They had been willing to participate in
curriculum development and revision activities during their summer vacations,
participated in presenting their work with the project at various conferences, and took an
active role as teacher leaders in their schools and districts.

Rather than present case studies of each of these teachers, I describe their learning
as a group, since their work was highly collaborative and situated in the context of a
community of inquiry. Like Bereiter and Scardamalia (1994), I argue that when we focus
on individual teachers’ abilities and dispositions, we fail to “grasp the social structure and
dynamics that are required for progressive knowledge building” (p. 270). By writing
about the learning and knowledge building of a group of teachers, I hope to capture a

sense of the socially situated components of knowing.
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My role as researcher

It’s also important to note the extent to which my own interests and involvement
in the project shaped my research interests. While I tried to make the process as
deliberative as possible, as Erickson (1986) points out, there are no pure inductions, and
we draw upon certain frames of interpretation that shape what data we collect and how
we make sense of that data. While I am not the focus of my study, and don’t necessarily
feel the need to elaborate upon the development of the conceptual framework that I
outlined in the previous chapter, it is important to note that I was by no means a neutral,
disinterested researcher. I played a key role in conceptualizing and designing the
curriculum around which the study participants created meanings and understandings. I
designed and led professional learning experiences related to the curriculum and
participated in classrooms with teachers and students when the units were taught. This
insider view gave me many valuable insights and understandings that helped me identify
key challenges and issues that I thought worthy of study. My research questions evolved
from this close and intimate insider perspective that I had due to my extensive work with
the project and the study participants over a period of three years.

However, as a result of my deep involvement in the project, I had a personal stake
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