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During this semester, one concept that emerged repeatedly was the role communities play in any way of knowing. Both “plain old folks” and scholars build their knowledge as part of an ongoing conversation with a community. Our knowledge communities help us to construct new and necessary knowledge but can also hold us back and limit our world-view. Additionally, communities negotiate how they ought to go about creating new knowledge. The most important take-away for me in this course was a growing interest in not only creating new knowledge, but also engaging deeply in the dialog of what constitutes educational inquiry.

We saw the role communities play as both catalysts for new ideas and harnesses holding back innovation in our first two movies of the semester: Looking for Richard and The Name of the Rose. In Looking for Richard, Al Pacino examined the ways of understanding the play Richard III from multiple perspectives: actors, scholars, women, British citizens, U.S. Americans, Shakespeare’s contemporaries, and today’s audience. Pacino finds that these communities all bring different understandings and perspectives when negotiating meaning in the play. While Pacino’s intent was to help himself, as an actor, better understand Richard III, his search illustrates the manner in which communities negotiate meanings of texts. 



The Name of the Rose likewise examined the intersection of community and ways of knowing. William of Baskerville is a monk who comes to a monastery that had a series of murders. This same monastery hosts an impressive library filled with ancient, classical wisdom, but it is heavily guarded in a giant labyrinth that is off limits to most of the monastery’s residence. In trying to solve the murders, Baskerville pits his habits of deductive reasoning and the dialectical method against the more traditional and accepted methods of faith and religious devotion. Baskerville must work within a community that is not yet open to his way of knowing and combat a hegemonic epistemology that is quick to condemn those who question it. The movie sets the stage for a conversation about the radical shift in the Western World’s way of knowing. Prior to the printing press, few individuals were literate. Few were exposed to deductive reasoning. The power of logical reasoning was unknown to most, and much of Europe relied on religious leaders for explanations into life’s mysteries.  They were dependant on a community of religious experts for their way of knowing.


Baskerville’s powerful new way of thinking began to arise in a community of natural philosophers: early mathematicians and scientists. This way of knowing is best exemplified by René Descartes. Descartes’ Discourse on Method demonstrates an introduction of what we now think of as a scientific epistemology, but it is written within a context to appease the predominantly Catholic community Descartes lived in.  Descartes introduces skepticism as a way of knowing and introduces a method for uncovering truth. While this habit of skepticism is alive and well in much of today’s scholarship, the remainder of Descartes’ meditations are less powerful and do not endure into modern scholarship. The later meditations serve as a testimony whereby Descartes could not publish unless he attempted to appease the powerful church at the time. For instance, in one meditation he concludes that God exists because, “Something cannot come from nothing.” But where does God come from?  Either Descartes’ skeptical mind somehow ceased abruptly, or he wrote in a way that would be acceptable within the constraints of his community.


As a thinker, Descartes helps the Western World enter a period of intellectual fertility that sees the rise of numerous intellectual and scientific traditions. Descartes came from a time of famed “Renaissance men;” men who studied the natural world with as much intensity as they studied the classics, art, and literature. But with time came specialization, and soon the scientist and artist were no longer one. In fact, they were probably no longer speaking. In 1959, a British novelist and scientist by the name of C.P. Snow started a controversy that would last for decades by pointing out that modern intellectuals are no longer a united community of polymaths. Snow’s argument was essentially that the communities of scholars in science and the humanities had become so insulated that they could no longer communicate with each other. Snow argued that the two communities must seek opportunities to get into a mutual conversation because such a union was required to tackle modern problems. Part of the breakdown between the two communities was precipitated by the humanities’ increasing embrace of constructivism. They argued that reality was constructed by individuals. As such, they viewed all aspects of science, including the scientific method, as a cultural product. “Reality” was not part of the lexicon for humanist communities, and objectivity was a fiction. Scientists, on the other hand, saw their work as a direct record of reality. Scientific work was free of cultural biases and observations were not culturally embedded. Snow’s argument has a lot of implications for the power of communities to shape ways of knowing. Not only do communities direct the path of inquiry and judge their member’s insights, but they also have the power to tell members who is outside of the community: whose ideas are unacceptable, what types of questions are out-of-bounds, who our intellectual enemies are. Snow shed light on the power and limitations of communities of knowers.


While CP Snow attempted to demonstrate the role of opposing communities in very different fields, Thomas Kuhn made a lasting impact on the scholarly community by demonstrating what happens when oppositions emerges from within a community. In his intellectual history of science, Kuhn introduces the notion of paradigms in science. According to Kuhn, a paradigm is a series of beliefs and assumptions about the natural world that totally and wholly dominate the discourse and inquiry of scientific thought. For instance, Ptolemaic views of Earth and the sun placed Earth at the center of all other celestial bodies. This paradigm informed the direction of all astronomical questions and explanations. Data that were inconsistent with current explanations were ignored or manipulated to fit a Ptolemaic paradigm. The Ptolomaic paradigm was accepted by the elite members of community of scholars and teachers passed this paradigm on to students for centuries. Over time, anomalous data would accrue and the explanations of the old paradigm fell short. The community is less able to offer a commanding answer to pressing problems, and a revolution occurs as the community begins to splinter and reorganize.


As an emerging scholar, I am dissatisfied with much of the state of current educational research. As I look upon a landscape of anomalies, I see my place in academia as being ready for a “revolution.” For educational research to become more scientific, it needs to be able to solve real-world problems in education. This is currently not the case, and there are a number of problems that seem to hang over the community decade after decade. For instance, educational researchers and educational practitioners may as well be looking at each other from the same type of divide as CP Snow’s humanists and scientists. Practitioners, for the most part do not consult educational research to better their practice. Teachers find educational research to be arcane and impractical. Practitioners in administrative and policy fields generally consult what is politically popular or financially conservative. Theory rarely enters the discussion and empirical evidence is only considered when it is presented in certain, quantitative contexts. Educational researchers, on their part, often operate with little awareness or regard for the needs of practitioners. Some educational researchers treat research methods as defining ontologies and epistemologies rather than tools for answering questions. Too few educational researchers interrogate the theory-ladeness of their method and end up answering questions no one ever wanted the answers to. The push for medical-like experimentation in education is a classic example of the lack of theory behind methodologies. Double-blind experimental interventions in education can provide a context-“free” treatment, measure an effect, perform a statistical analysis, and report on the effectiveness of the treatment. Such experiments, however, are performed without any solid learning theory behind whether or not a greater learning context plays a role in the learning process, to what degree exposure (via time) might alter the results of an experiment. These investigations into learning assume that cognitive tools are akin to pharmaceuticals and that human cognition is a series of tissues and organs.  Such assumptions lead educational researchers into dead-ends as we try to tackle meaningful problems.


Fortunately, many in the education community are beginning to speak up about these anomolies. Baskervilles have risen to challenge dogma. The emerging dissatisfaction with double-blind experimental research is an excellent example of the role communities play in providing checks-and-balances as ways of knowing emerge. For instance, the design-based research community is advocating for context-dependant research that utilizes a pragmatic approach to methods in order to tackle educational problems in a more holistic fashion. With roots in the engineering community, design-based research is focused on solving problems and producing useful artifacts ranging from practical theories to learning environments. There are a lot of great ideas coming out of design-based research and I look forward to seeing this work make meaningful and lasting changes within the greater educational research community.


Another movement I’ve learned a lot about this semester is that of qualitative realism during my assistantship with Joseph Maxwell. Realism accepts Jerome Bruner’s notions that people have different views and constructions of reality, but it also accepts that a reality exists. Qualitative realism emphasizes the importance of observation and description, and advocates for the role of description in understanding causal events. In this, realism captures some of the issues that were tackled in the complexity field. When certain scientific disciplines found questions that could not be answered with accurate predictions of phenomenon, they turned to description instead. In a similar vein, qualitative realism describes complex social interactions to understand educational phenomena, but not necessarily to yield accurate predictions.


The readings this semester demonstrated the importance of communities in not only shaping the content of what it is that we know, but their participation in an ongoing discourse of how knowing is achieved and attained. To put it more simply, communities define not only what we know, but how we come to know it. These readings, in combination with my ways of knowing project and my work with Maxwell, have left me feeling far more empowered to enter into discussions about how the educational research can negotiate more potent epistemologies as the community faces 21st Century challenges.
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