An Educational Personal Working Philosophy:  Reflections, Analysis, and Critique

 By Richard John Giroday

MDDE 611, Assignment 1

(word count 2472)
Student Id 2245597 

Feb 5, 2006
An Educational Personal Working Philosophy:  Reflections, Analysis, and Critique
“The unexamined life is not worth living”

Socrates


The unique nature of humans gave rise to differing philosophical frameworks that impact politics, economics, culture, education, and society, often creating conflict and competition.  In the field of education, schools of educational philosophy have presented their competing voices for the establishment and direction of educational research, practices and purposes. (Briton, 1996; Cooke, Dampier, Selman, & Selman, 1998; Garrison & Shale, 1994; Giroday, 2003; Knight, 1989; Scott, 1998).   Today’s adult educators must take personal responsibility for three undertakings.  First, they must follow the admonition of Socrates, by examining their beliefs and views on human nature, society, learning and learners, and the values in which those beliefs are imbedded.  Second, they need to study the dominant educational philosophical frameworks.  Third, they must critically analyze their place on the stage, obtaining deeper insight into their day to day practice and the influences upon them.  Such undertakings help prevent the “philosophical extremism” expressed by Merril et al. (1996, p.5), and solidifies the adult educator’s vision for the purpose of adult education.  This paper is the author’s journey in such an undertaking. 
Personal Working Philosophy

Our personal working philosophy (PWP) is our beliefs, values, and views on human nature, society, learners, learning, and teaching that guides our day to day practices as an adult educator.  This author summarizes the key areas of his PWP as:
· Humans are unique beings, free agents, knowledge and truth seekers, with integrated needs and desires of a social, psychological, emotional, spiritual, and physical nature, with capacity for good and evil, preferring good, that thrive on challenge, and seek security and stability in their lives, families, and society.
· Society is a subdivided, social structure, maintained or changed by the collective will of its members, and in continuous conflict due to various power groups, with a responsibility to assist individuals and families in full and active participation, through meaningful work, education, recreation, and personal growth, while maintaining the freest agency of its individual members
· Learners are unique, goal setting, security seeking humans that have personal limitations, abilities, and skills, who pass through development stages, in which their cognitive, physiological, social, and affective learning and personal characteristics (Ragan & Smith, 1999) that are unique to them as individuals, take shape and are expressed, having capacity to learn and the ability to increase that capacity.
· Learning is a contextual, guided process requiring a communication loop between teacher/student, student/self, and/or student/others, in which validation of knowledge and negotiation of meaning takes place for the learner (Shale, 1988).
These views are grounded in the personal and spiritual beliefs of the author, and refined through his life experiences, and direct his day to day practice.    For adult educators, understanding where their PWP integrates within the seven dominant philosophical frameworks that continue to influence educational theories and initiatives today – Liberal, Progressive, Behaviourist, Humanist, Critical/Radical, Post-Modern, and Feminist – is extremely insightful and helpful.
Comparison and Analysis
The author finds alignments and divergence between his PWP and these dominant philosophies.  First, there is total misalignment of his PWP with the Feminist view that education must liberate women from oppression and educators must integrate gender issues within the educational environment.  Second, though the author recognizes the conflict of competing groups in society, his PWP states that people seek stability in their society.  He does not align with the Postmodernist view that society is in crisis and needs a cultural redefinition or disintegration, with resulting social upheaval.  Additionally, his views of good and evil are founded in his spiritual beliefs and are in opposition to the postmodernist view that any account of reality is fabricated.  The author rejects the Postmodern view.  Nor does the author articulate the Critical/Radical belief that society and democracy are flawed, although as stated, he recognizes conflict within society, and the ability of empowered people to change society.  The author rejects the Critical/Radical view that the purpose of education is to transform society through political action.  His PWP allows for such an undertaking in his education practice, should the need arise, but does not portray it as a defining characteristic and primary goal of education in general.  The author’s PWP also deviates from Liberal and Behaviourist philosophy regarding the social actions of education.  Liberal and Behaviourist philosophy is void of social action.  This is a fundamental difference in both the author’s PWP and Progressive philosophy.  Both the author and Progressives view today’s democracy as intrinsically good with the need for reform from within.  This is evident in the author’s view that it is human nature to seek a secure and stable society, while recognizing that society has a responsibility to provide opportunity for active participation through meaningful work, education, recreation, and personal growth, for all.  The author’s PWP aligns with Progressive philosophy on the social actions of education – education is for “personal development and social progress” (Spencer, 1998, p.26), with a firm belief that democracy is “basically good and …change can be brought about by reforming the system” (Scott, 1998, p.103), and this can be achieved by liberating the learner to improve society. 
Thirdly, the author’s PWP aligns with the Critical/Radical view that the quality or potential for rational thought is a defining characteristic of humans, through his view on free agency, as free agency encompasses the capacity for rational thought.  The author’s PWP diverges from that of the Behaviourist with regard to the relevance of consciousness to learning.  He views the validation of knowledge and negotiation of meaning to be an import part of the learning process, and views cognitive learning and affective characteristics, as well as their development as an important part of learning. Through his view of learning as a guided practice, the author acknowledges the need for managing learning by designing the learning environment (a Behaviourist view).  However, he does not take a Behaviourist view that the educator is the authority in the classroom.  Nor does he view the educational process void of subjectivity as do Behaviourist.  He believes learning takes place in a context which gives rise to subjective analysis.
The author’s PWP aligns with the Liberal, Progressive, and Humanist philosophies, through the acceptance of people as intrinsically good (Humanist), and who are knowledge and truth seekers (the Liberal, Progressive view to naturally seek knowledge).  Further alignment with Humanist Philosophy occurs with the author’s acceptance of 1) a need for a variety of learning strategies, and 2) the promoting of individual growth and development with society benefiting as a by-product.  Further alignment with Progressives occurs in the view that education is learner centered, and as previously noted, the educator is a guide 
In summary, the author is a Progressive, with specific alignments to Liberal (human nature), Humanist (human nature, learning), Behaviourist (the learning environment) and Critical/Radical (the process of critique) philosophies.  The author’s PWP could be likened to an atomic element.  It shares properties with other elements, yet is unique in its own.  It is a building block upon which structures (practices) are created.  It is fundamental, and though it can be pulled apart, it needs the sum of the parts to be whole.  Entirely stable in the state it is, it can be changed temporarily, in a minor way, under certain circumstances.  Given the broad spectrum of philosophies that the author’s PWP encompasses, it is possible for conflict in the author’s day to day educational practices to occur.
PWP in Practice
External examination of the author’s practice may lead some to question the integrity of his practice in comparison to his PWP.  However, this is not the case.  The choice of particular teaching strategies for particular circumstances must not be misconstrued as a loss of integral application of the author’s PWP; techniques must not be confused with philosophy.  A few cases highlight this.

The author was challenged as sexist in a PE class as a result of his frequent use of the term “Okay guys let’s... ”.  This particular class had seventeen men and three women in it.  As a part of the process of dealing with this challenge the author was awakened to the issue of gender in language.  Since then the author has been cognizant of the use of gender free references to any learning group.  Though the author’s PWP does not align with feminist philosophy, portions of his practice, such as the proceeding, do.  One could argue that his practice is contradictory to his PWP, however he is ensuring the learning environment is the best possible for all students, which is within his PWP.
The author draws on a variety of teaching techniques arising from various philosophies: lecture, co-operative learning groups, teams/games/tournaments, repetition, self-directed learning modules, drill and practice, etc.  In fact he uses a technique of repetition (Behaviourist conditioning) with a repetitive mantra that students respond to in his math classes:  reduce, reduce, reduce, (response: simplify, simplify, simplify); factor (response: factor, factor, factor); for every equation there is (response: a graphical interpretation); to heighten student awareness of these important issues when working with mathematics.  Drawing from a large basket of learning and teaching strategies, these techniques are well within his PWP through the view that learning is a contextually based guided practice, and the educator is a mediator who provides learners as much choice as possible through a variety of teaching strategies that accommodate the varied characteristics of different learners, and that learning is contextual.  A favoured Humanist teaching strategy of the author is the “use of historical and cultural perspectives to help students understand mathematics as a human endeavour” (Tennant), to bring alive the creative process in the development of mathematics and the parallel to art.  These practices exemplify the author’s PWP.   It is not the author that foments conflict between his PWP and his practice.  It is most often the philosophy of the institution, Ministry of Education, and/or the structures within which learning takes place that creates the conflict between practice and PWP.  
Often the author has been forced to use a strategy which is in conflict with his PWP.  For instance, because of time constraints and a fixed curriculum, the author has been forced to use lecture at a time when he felt that it did not serve student needs well.  Such a predominantly Liberal technique was at odds to his PWP and his desire to use a more exploratory learning strategy for the subject matter.  The mandate of the Ministry of Education for provincial exams, and school mandated common exams, directed the author’s focus into exam preparation (teaching to the test), rather than a broader based learning, of interest to the students (a more Humanist, Progressive approach).  The result is that oft times the PWP of the author is forced into the shadows of other players on the stage of education, as practice unfolds in the classroom.  The contextual demands of education, force choices of strategies that are not agreeable to a PWP; at the same time, context that forces the compromise, is a respected part of the author’s PWP).  The former (choices) is in conflict with the later (respect of context).  Compromises within one’s own PWP must be made oft without resolution, for the best to be done under the circumstances.  These can occur from the previous example or from such things as timetabling, means of communication in DE courses, institutional decisions, even collegial work.  
Conflicts occur for educators when PWPs are in opposition to institutional philosophies or those of colleagues.  A major difference in PWPs has created a year long conflict in the Continuing Education department of the institution of which the author is an employee.  The point of contention is the development of curriculum in upgrading courses, and exists between two groups who hold differing PWPs.  One group sees the goal of the Continuing Education department to move the adult as rapidly as possible through mathematical upgrading courses to proceed to the College/University (Humanist – individual growth and focus on the individual).  Another group sees the importance of the adult having an in-depth understanding of the material before moving forward to the next step of their upgrading (Behaviourist – skilled and competent, subject focused).   This conflict has been acrimonious and irresolute for over a year.  The final result is an administrative decision which is in direct conflict with the author’s PWP.  The result is, the author has expressed a preference to remain in the distance education division and not return to the continuing education division as optioned by the administration for the next year.  Differences in PWPs create conflicts that can become irreconcilable and divisive.  As Scott (1998) states, “the ability to articulate one’s cognitive framework of philosophy-in-action in regard to adult education is essential; otherwise we become vulnerable as we attempt to make change” (p.106)
For the Future
Currently the author does not view the purpose of adult education as Postmoderns, Feminist, or Critical/Radicals view it.  Exposure to the different philosophies has raised questions in the author’s mind, requiring further examination.  Awareness of differing philosophies is enlightening.  However, careful, critical examination, and thorough dialogue must take place so that the author’s PWP is not unduly influenced or endangered (Scott, 1998).

Institutional working philosophies are developed by people.  By actively engaging in various opportunities that afford themselves, educators can help direct, perhaps even guide the working philosophy of the institution.   In the author’s organization, as a member of the committee responsible for the initial work in developing the mission, vision, and value statements, that would direct and guide decisions for the organization, opportunity presented itself to put forward some of his PWP. The awareness of differing PWPs among staff, and the prevailing or guiding institutional working philosophy and its origins, can help to mediate workplace conflicts in day to day practice.  At the very least, the players can agree to disagree if they realize it is their PWPs that are creating a barrier.
Conclusion

The author has presented his personal working philosophy, comparing it against seven dominant philosophical frameworks that continue to influence educational theories and initiatives today: Liberal, Progressive, Behaviourist, Humanist, Critical/Radical, Post-Modern, and Feminist. He concludes that he is a Progressive, with very specific alignments to Liberal, Humanist, Behaviourist, and Critical/Radical philosophies.  The author further concludes that the purpose of Adult Education is the personal growth, transformation, and empowerment of the individual.  The existence of a PWP with various facets leaves room for conflict in our practice, conflicts with our institutions of employment, educational initiatives, and with other colleagues.  Constraints of our organizations and their structures, as well as outside forces, create conflict between our PWP and our day to day practice.  Most important, articulating and understanding our PWP provides a critical tool for analyzing what institutions and trends declare as the best for education.  Day to day practice arises from an educator’s personal working philosophy, of that there is no escape.
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