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In this article, Magdalene Lampert argues that teackers can ve both initiators and
active participants in a research agenda, adding valuable insider knowledge. She
considers three points: “the potential for teacher research io change ideas about who
is responsible for producing professional knowledge, the benefits and dangers of in-
serting the self into social science, and the challenges of presenting the problems of a
practice from inside thal practice.”

Educational researchers struggle incessantly with the relationship between
knowledge and action. What does it mean to do scholarship in an applied
fieldr What methodologies are appropriate to capture the problems of the
field? Are these practitioners’ problems? Are thev problems worthy of schol-
arly inquiryz What is the relevance of the findings ot scholarly research for
improving practicer In wrestling with these questions, educational research
and qualitative research have intertwined and influenced one another, rais-
ing issues that mix content questions with methodological problems. In the
halls of academe, questions about voice, about the relationship between the
researcher and the rescarched, and about the relevance of scholarship to the
solution of social problems have always been high on the agendas of both
qualitative research and educational research. In the coruers where educa-
tional research aitends to teaching, these questions have been particularly
prominent.

What Is Research on Teaching?
[ started teaching in the 1960s, inspired by contemporary commentaries
about what was wrong with schools. Among the most influential of these com-
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mentaries were storics about teaching written in the first person by reform-
ers who taught school 1o find out what was going on therc and what could be
done about it.! My experience as a teacher in an urban high school con-
firmed what I had been reading. But, when I turned from classroom teaching
to the academic studv of teaching in 1978, I discovered that books like these
were not found on the assigned reading lists in my graduate school courses.
Only in a history serinar did I encounter some writing about practice by
teachers from the 1920s and 1930s, teachers who started schools, designed
curricula, and studied children.? In the contemporary writing about teach-
ing that I was assigned, the teacher’s voice was not to be heard.

I'am not the only one who has been puzzling ubout the teacher’s role in re-
search on teaching. In Lducational Researcher, the monthly journal ot the
American Educational Research Association (AERA), the question of who in
the research community speaks appropriately of teaching and how they
should go about studying practice has been raised repeatedly over the last
decade.” Most recently, Gary Anderson and Kathryn Herr examined the
problem of making room for “rigorous practitioner knowledge™ in schools
and universities.! They pointed to the classic relationship between profes-
sional knowledge and “systematic knowledge produced bv schools of higher
learning™ as one of the sticking points in defining appropriate methods of re-
search on teaching, as well as in determining who is qualified to do it. As
scholars argue about both the purposes and the validity of research on teach-
ing, the question of who should do research on teaching spills over into ques-
tions about method and mixes with assertions about appropriate genres for
reportng research. Is research on teaching a scholarly effort to understand a
complex practice? Is it only of interest if applying it produces student learn-
ing? Is it an instrumental project, identifying problems, proposing solutions,
and testing them in practice? Is it meant to produce knowledge for teachers?
Or for those who prepare teachers? Or for those who control teachers” work-
ing conditions?

In the midst of all these questions, not only paradigms but also products
and venues for communicating findings have proliferated. The AERA estab-
lished a new division (Division K) for research on “Teaching and Teacher Ed-
ucation” in June 1984. It quickly became the largest division in the associa-
tion, with seven different sections. From a practitioner’s perspective, the
boundaries among the sections are somewhat puzzling: one deals with re-
search on teaching “subject matter,” onc with rescarch on “collaborative or
partnership settings” for teaching, one with research on teaching in muld-
cultural settings, and one with research on “teaching and learning in the
contexts of teachers’ work,” which is further divided into a subsection for
pedagogical aspects and a subsection for organizational aspects. A separate
section is devoted to “self-study and practitioner inquiry and scholarship on
teachers and teaching.™ ln all of the sections of Division K, research is “con-
strued broadly to include but not be limited to, philosophical. historical,
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ecological, ethnographic, descriptive, correlational. or experimental stud-
ies.” Research on teaching and qualitative research have grown and devel-
oped together, and the hodgepodge that has resulted from their interaction
has become an institution.

Teacher Research

One element in this jumble of practice-focused inquiry stands out as espe-
cially worthy of commentary. The formal addition of practitioners to the
community of researchers on teaching, indicated by their inclusion in the
AERA as well as other scholarly institutions, seems to raise the most interest-
ing questions for qualitative research. The shift from thinking of research as
something that is done on teachers to a kind of work that is done #y teachers
could not have happened without the concurrent growth in appreciation of
the contributions of qualitative research to the field of educational scholar-
ship in recentvears. In the 1970s, qualitative research helped 1o open educa-
tional research to questions of meaning. perspective, ownership. and pur-
pose. and into this opening came teacher research.

Teachers have become participants in academic communities of research
in several different wavs, Some who make their living by teaching full time in
K-12 schools conduct inquiry in their own and in one another’s classrooms.®
Others collaborate with university researchers while retaining their teaching
positions, contributing the perspective of daily practice to the questions un-
der studv.” In a few cases, teachers regard inquirv to be part of their day-to-
dav work in classrooms. In other cases, it is one among many opporaunities
for “professional development,” offered alongside summer institutes on sub-
ject matter, workshops on classroom management techniques, and confer-
ence sessions on new curricula. And then there are faculty members of col-
leges and universities who choose to teach in k-12 schools as a means 1o
create asite for pursuing investigations of practice.™ Some teach partof every
dav, others teach {ull time for a vear or more. A multitude of books and arti-
cles are produced by this conglomeration of practitioners, some published
in academic presses and journals, some in popular media. A few bybrid
presses and journals have emerged that would be hard to identifv as one or
the other, and which counta majority of teachers among their authors. Con-
ferences are devoted to teacher research, and funding agencies are making
monev available to support it." The geures used to convey the findings of
teacher research are as varied as the ways in which this work is structured.

Issues Raised for Qualitative Research by Teacher Rescarch

Teacher research raises numerous issues for scholars who do qualitative re-
search. Here 1 will consider only three: the potential tor teacher research to
change ideas about who is responsible for producing professional knowl-
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edge, the benefits and dangers of inscrting the self into social science, and
the challenges of presenting the problems of a practice from inside that
practice.

Professional Responsibility

If teachers are doing research on their own practice, might they assume a
central role in professional knowledge production? If teaching problems
were considercd to be the responsibility of the profession, rather than pri-
vate trials for individuals o endure or mechanical defects for outsiders to re-
pair, a great deal of expertise could be mustered in the service of improving
practice. Such a move would redefine power relationships between practitio-
ners and rescarchers, and raise questions about what nonpractitioners have
to add to the "knowledge base.” Practitioners doing research on practice
could change the kinds of questions that are asked and the new understand-
ing that is produced. If teachers write about their work from the inside, in-
cluding both personal and professional perspectives on the problems of
practice, their work could substantially alter what we now think of as appro-
priate conventions in the discourse of applied rescarch.!™ As they communi-
cated about their inquiry, teachers would develop a new syntax and a new
semantics to add to those of the academic disciplines in the studv of educa-
tional phenomena. Just as sociologists, anthropologists. and psychologists
now both use and modify a variety of qualitative methods, practitioners
would test and contribute to the development of these approaches to pro-
ducing new knowledge.

Although appealing. looked at through an outsider’s lens. this scenario is
not without its problems. One of them has to do with where we draw the line
between research and thoughtful practice. As Ken Zcichner has asked, “Is it
proper to call it rescurch when teachers examine their practice in a system-
atic and intentional manner?”!" Twill not take on thatissue here, as Zeichner
has already done so, and he is more qualified to give it adequate treatment
than [. Another problem has to do with the social arrangements around
teaching that tend to stifle inquiry. Creating a professional discourse in
teaching has been a persistent challenge in the United States. In 1975, Dan
Lortie wrote:

The preparation of teachers does not scem to vesalt in the analvtic turn of
mind one linds in other occupations whose members are trained in colleges
and universities, . .. One hears litde mendon of the disciplines ol observation,
comparison, rules of inference, sampling, testing hyvpotheses through treat-
ment and so forth. Scientitic modes of reasoning and pedagogical practice
seem comparunentalized: Tobserved this even among science teachers. This in-
tellectual segregation puzzles me; those in other kinds of “people work™ (e.g.
clinical psvchology, psychiatry, social work) seem more inclined 1o connect
chinical issues with scientific modes of thought. This separation is relevant be-
cause it militates against the development of an effective technical culture and
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because its absence means that conservative doctrines receive less factaal chal-
lenge: each teacher is encouraged to have a personal version of teaching
truth.

In the past twenty-five vears, many questions have been raised about the
value and character of “the scientific method.™ But the problem that Lortie
“alls “intellectual segregation” persists among teachers, as does the rarity of
observation, comparison, rules of inference, sampling, and testing hypothe-
ses through treatment.’” What Lortie calls "a personal version of teaching
truth” continues to exist for most teachers alongside of and often untouched
by the “teaching truths” that are produced by university rescarchers.!!t No
professional language for describing and analyzing practice has developed
in the United States, even as teachers reject the descriptions and analyses of
scholars.!” This deficit is particularly alarming when it is considered in light
of recent psychological and linguistic work on the rclationships between
shared language, the development of understanding, and problem-solving
activity.'’ It is notable that teacher educators are not drawn from the ranks of
accomplished teachers and that “practice teaching™ is rarely conducted as
the kind of apprenticeship that doctors and lawyers experience as they work
on practical problems together with more experienced members of their in-
tended profession. What this means is that the language of practice remains
flat or nonexistent.

That teachers do not learn simply by engaging in collaborative profes-
sional inquiry has as much to do with the structure of their work as it does
with a disposition toward privacy and intuition. Currently. few teachers in the
United States have the time and space in their work lives to think about the
dynamics of tcaching, let alone the resources to document their work and
study the problems of their practice. Collaborations among practitioners to
work on the problems of practice are considered “luxurices,” rather than es-
sential components of the work, as they would be in other professions such as
medical or legal practice.!” In Japan, by contrast, the structure of profes-
sional development in teaching is built on the assumption that teaching is a
collaborative process rather than a private enterprise. and thatitis improved
through teachers’ collaborative inquiry, including pecr planning of curricu-
lum and instruction.' In K-12 classrooms, Japanese teachers regularly teach
“research lessons™ to their students that are designed, recorded. and dis-
cussed by groups of practitioners working together on a particular problem
of curriculum and instruction. Such work — which occurs at the school and
district level as well as in national professional organizations — is thought
not only to improve classroom practice, but also to connect classroom prac-
tice to broader educational goals and to explore conflicting ideas. Similarly,
in China, a decades-long tradition and a well-articulated structure has new
and experienced teachers collaborating in inquiry and practical problem-
solving.!" In the United Kingdom, a strong tradition of "action rescarch™ by
teachers began in the 1960s and continues todav.”" The teachers who pro-
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duce and communicate knowledge of teaching in rhese cultures are not a
special brand of “teacher researchers,” thev do what thev do as part of their
evervday practice, accepting the study of teaching and the solving of its prob-
lems as a professional responsibility.

Although the structural supports for it are still weak, teacher research on
practice seems to be gaining ground. As teachers talk at conferences and
write for their peers, they are beginning to create a genre of protessional in-
quiry. As scholars who teach make their teaching experiments available for
common investigation, they develop a shared text for analysis by others and a
language ot conceptital frames based in practice. This work is part of a mod-
est but growing set of complementarv institutional efforts, including teach-
ers’ collaborative assessment of student work, district-level teacher research
groups, professional development schools, and the presentation of practice
for assessment by fellow teachers in teacher portfolios, all of which might
qualify as forms of “qualitative research.”™ As these new professional venues
become opportunities for teachers to conduct inquiry and communicate
their findings, how will their work be regarded in relation to the larger pic-
ture of "knowledge production™ Should practitioners” research meet the
same standards of method as scholarly research= It thev invent their own
methods, will these methods make their wav o academic discourser
Should they-

Bringing the Self into Scholarly Activily

Writing academic texts in the tirst person is a current trend in many of the so-
cial sciences. Teacher research is but one small example of this phenome-
non, butit gives qualitative rescarchers in education a contextin which to ex-
amine the potential and the problems of this kind ot writing. There are at
least three issues of interest to qualitative researchers that arise from getting
the self into a central position in research on teaching: the potential and pit-
falls of autobiographical narrative as a scholarly genve: the capacity to un-
cover invisible. relational aspects of the work that have not been recognized
by outsiders: and the mixture of responsibility and analvsis that such work
entails. In 1985, as a justification for writing about my teaching in the first
person as a form of scholarship, T argued:

Who the teacher is has a great deal to do with both the way she defines prob-
lems and what can and will be done about them. The academician solves prob-
lems that are recognized in some universal way as being important, whereas a
teacher’s problems arise because the state of affairs in the classroom is not what
she wants it to be. Thus, practical problems, in contrast o theoretical ones, in-
volve someonc’s wish for a change and the will (o make it. Even though the
tcacher mav be influenced by many powerful sources outside hersell, the re-
sponsibility to act lies within. Like the researcher and the theoretician, she
identifies problems and imagines solutions to them, but her job involves the ad-
ditional personal burden of doing somcthing about these problems in the class-
room and living with the consequences of her actions over time. Thus. by way of
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acknowledging this deeply personal dimension of teaching practice. I 'have cho-
sen not only to present the particular details of [other] teachers’ problems, but
to draw one of these problems from my own experience.”!

In the 1980s, research on teacher thinking expanded 1o include the
teacher’s voice alongside the researcher’s, as scholars sought to understand
why practitioners act the way they do. In naming the teacher thinking that
this approach revealed as “practical knowledge,” rescarchers like Freema
Elbaz, Jean Clandinin, and Michael Connelly raised new epistemological
questions, as well as new questions about what sorts of research methods
were appropriate for the study of teaching.

Another way to bring teachers’ voices into the research literature has oc-
curred through the publication of autobiographical narratives, but several
scholars have advised proceeding cautiously with this approach. In a keynote
address to the International Study Association on Teacher Thinking in 1995,
Ivor Goodson ohserved that it was dangerous to believe “that merelv by allow-
ing people to 'narrate’ that we in any serious wav give them voice and
agency.”?? Goodson quotes Cynthia Chamber’s review of Connelly and Clan-
dinin’s book, Teachers as Curriculum Planners: Narratives of Experience:

These authors offer us the naive hope that if teachers learn “to tell and under-
stand their own story™ they will be returned to their rightful place at the center
of curriculum planning and reform. And yet, their method ieaves each teacher
a “blackbird singing in the dead of night™; isolated, and sudly ignorant of how
his, her song is part of a much larger singing of the world.*

He notes as well that Kathy Carter celebrated the insertion of teachers’
voices into educational research in 1993, but she also observed:

For those of us telling stories in our work, we will not serve the community well
if we sanctifv story-telling work and build an epistemology on it to the point
that we simply substitute one paradigmatic domination for another without
challenging the domination itself. We must, then, become much more self-
conscious than we have been in the past about the issucs involved in narrative
and story, such as interpretation, authenticity, normative value, and what our
purposes are ftor telling stories in the first place.®!

Working in the fields of psychology and sociology, Louise Kidder and
Michelle Fine have made similar critical comments about the celebration of
the insider’s narrative. They assert that is it is the responsibility of research-
ers who stand outside the context of practice to “assert interpretive author-
ity,” placing the actor’s story in relation to other actors and the world of
ideas. Citing Joyce Ladner’s commentaries on race research, they obscrve,
“For Ladner, the very point of conducting social research 1s to interrupt the
‘common sense’ frames, ideologically driven by social arrangements or what
she calls ‘the system,” and to provide alternative lenses for viewing social be-
havior.™ Kidder and Fine suggest that multiple lenses of this sort are possi-
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ble and desirable in researchers’ interpretations of practitioners’ stories:
thev call this work “kaleidoscopic.”

How we regard the personal in teacher research is both a practical and a
deeply epistemological question, forcing us back to the enduring puzzles ed-
ucational researchers deal with about how to relate what is learned from a
single “case™ in all its complexity to other situaticns in which similar prob-
lems arise. What does it mean for problems that arise for particular people in
particular contexts to be similar across settingsr What additional skill or
knowledge does a practitioner, or for that matter a scholar, need to have to
take knowledge from one case into anotherr

The Problem of Representation

Once vou know teaching from the inside, how do vou communicate what vou
know so that there can be an accuwmulation of knowledge in the field> Writ-
ing about first-person teacher research in mathematics education, Deborah
Ball goes beyond the importance of inserting the teacher’s voice into the dis-
course of teaching and raises questions about the nature of autobiographical
argument: on what basis are claims made by first-person writers, and on what
evidence do readers accept them? Ball observes that teachers writing about
teaching force us to ask what we mean by “truth™ and to examine the writer’s
purposes as we define i, She draws on Ruth Behar's work, which describes
the changing discourse of anthropology to emphasize that autobiographical
scholarly writing is more difficult than more familiar academic argument.
Behar issues a caution to which all who are involved in such projects would
be wise to attend:

As is the case with anv intellectual trend, some experiments work ont better

than others. It is far from easy to locate oneself in one’s own text. Writing vul-

nerably takes as much skill, nuance. and willingness o follow through on the

ramifications ot a complicated idea as writing invadnerably and distantly. 1

would sav it takes greater skill?®

Why would the teacher researcher be “writing vulnerably™ What is it
about this kind of writing that requires so much skill, given that it is the tell-
ing of one’s own storyv? As a teacher writing about mv own teaching, I cer-
tainly have access to special knowledge, but at the same time, T am con-
strained by the limitations of any medium to express the multiple aspects of
what I know. Although it is my aim to retain the richness and complexity of
what is going on in what I write about my teaching, being in the middle of it
makes me painfully aware of the impossibility of telling the whole story. Lan-
guage. even supplemented by other media, is simply inadequate to capture
myv experience and knowledge of teaching practice. It is inadequate cven to
capture all of the aspects of an event, to say nothing of representing the con-
stellations of feelings and intentions imbedded in that event. That T can have
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more of a sense of the whole of what is going on than anv observer is both a
blessing and « curse when I try to write about it.

Practice is doing. As I have argued, the study of practice thus begins in the
setting in which a particular practitioner acts. To study practice means that |
cannot succeed by limiting the focus of my inquiry, since a limited focus hin-
ders practical problem-solving. Yet, in the course ol attempting to tell about
any practice, even if the telling is in the first person, one necessarily formal-
izes what has been learned, leaving out some aspects of the experience and
highlighting others. It is not only the outsider who can bring what Kidder
and Fine call "kaleidoscopic interpretations.” For any inquiry into one’s own
practice, there are manv possible stories to tell. For every story that is told,
there are many possible meanings to interpret. Stories about practice are not
mirrors of experience: like all texts, they are constructed by the author with
certain intentions in mind.?” When one is writing about oneself, no descrip-
tion scems adequate to the experience, and vet without description, what is
learned remains private and unexamined.

This judgment about the inadequacy of language to represent my mult-
faceted experience of practice is more than scrupulous self-criticisim. My au-
dience can hold me to a higher standard of verisimilitude than they would
other authors of case studies of teaching because I am the teacher I am por-
traving. Other kinds of writers about teaching are excused for leaving out
considerations of gender or political context or parental relations or subject
matter because these are outside of their area of expertise. As a teacher, |
cannot ignore any of these domains, and I am also expected not to ignore
them as a self-referential writer. In 1987, I turned to video as a possible solu-
tion to the problem of representing the complex nature of my tcaching to
others. I reasoned that, with video, the viewer would have greater access to
the complex interactions occurring in the classroom cven if thev were lim-
ited by my editorial selection of a few minutes of the lesson from a longer
stream of activity or by the angle of the videographer’s lens. Such representa-
tions of the practices of teaching and studying scem authentic because what
is going on for the participants seems to be available to the viewer all at once,
rather than filtered through the interests of a deseriber. In contrast to writ-
ing, video makes it possible to have a running image of the teacher-student-
subject interaction without isolating these into single clements that then
need to be put back together in some way to convey the whole.

When [ show & videotape of my classroom, the question of how much
“background™ I need 1o provide and what to tell people before showing the
tape always worries me. I am never satistied that [ have figured it out. Invari-
ably, I run up against the frustration of wanting to show and say more than |
have tme for, and wish I could say, “You had to have been there to under-
stand what that was about.” Once viewers start to comment on what they see
me doing on the tape, the video seems to represent so litde of what I know
about what is going on. And what I know from "being there™ has a lot to do
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with reasoning about the actions we are seeing on the tape. Speculating
about why I did what I did and evidence of the reasonableness of those ac-
tions would need to be grounded in much more information than what was
available. The possibilitv of real-time representations of teaching on video
seems to exacerbate the problem of communicating about myv practice
rather than solving it.

My experiences with video pushed me to want to invent a better represen-
tation of teaching practice to serve as a basis for collaborative analysis and
problem-solving. Working as elementary teachers, teacher educators, and re-
searchers on teaching, Deborah Ball and I began to experiment in 1989 with
multimedia. We assembled multiple records of our practice in an electroni-
cally accessible database that could be used by a teacher and her audience as
the text to be interpreted in analvtic discussions about practice. Although
the promise of the technology has been greater than the reality, this repre-
sentation of teaching continues to be both practically and conceptually ap-
pealing.?¥ Multimedia technology has the potential to enable us to represent
the kind of knowing that Ball and I find essential to our own teaching but
lacking in research on teaching — what Lee Shulman has called “strategic”
modes of knowing in practice.® Shulman’s characterization of strategic
knowing is strikingly similar to the rhetoric used by developers of multimedia
technologies.®' He observes that propositional knowledge is what is most
conventionally delivered in academic settings to be "applied™ in practice. He
claims that case knowledge, with its vivid detail, makes the propositions it il-
lustrates more memorable, but is still clearly distinguishable from strategic
knowledge — knowledge as it is used in actual situations of practice:

Both propositions and cases share the burden of unilateraliny. the deficiency of
turning the reader ov user toward a single, particular rule or practic al way of
secing. Strategic knowledge comes into play as the teacher confronts particular
situations or prublems, whether theoretical, practical, or moral. where princi-
ples collide and no simple solution is possible. Strategic knowledge is devel-
oped when the lessons of single principles contradict one another, or the pre-
cedents of particular cases are incompatible.™
Itis precisely this sort of representation of practices of teaching that multi-
media is supposed to make possible. It appealed to us because it could cap-
ture the complexity of practice that we saw from the inside, the strategic
piece that required both thinking and doing but did not have a simple face.
And perhaps itis this desire to understand the strategies teachers use in prac-
tice that drives the deselopment of teacher rescarch morve broadly.

Where Next?

In 1990, the rescarch team that I was working with conjured up the idea of a
computer supported database called the “Investigator’s Working Environ-
ment” (IWE), which would further the study of teaching by enabling the ac-
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tivities of browsing, organizing, annotating, and displaving records of class-
room teaching and learning in multiple media, along with individual and
group commentaries on these records. The IWE was to be designed so that
classroom practitioners and educational researchers, as well as students, par-
ents, school administrators, and policymakers, could have access to the same
set of records and add their interpretations to those 1ecords for access by
others in both synchronous and asynchronous conversations about the prob-
lems of teaching. In 1999, we are closer to the IWE becoming a reality than
we were ten years ago. and perhaps it represents an idea of where qualitative
research on teaching might be going. New technologies for recording and
archiving video and audio data and increasingly sophisticated communica-
tions and database technologies have great promise for integrating broad
sweeps with deep analyvses. Decreased financial and cognitive costs of access
means that communication between scholars and practitioners can be more
readily established on a common base of information. Electronic communi-
cations enable participation in conversations about a cammon text among
participants that are not limited by time and place. And new database tech-
nologies make possible links between primary sources and interpretations of
those sources, opening up new ground on the old questions of how “results”™
of rescarch are to be reported and their validity judged.

What research on teaching has become. particularly in the hands of
teacher researchers, opens up new prospects and new puzsles for qualitative
research. The new tools that practitioners and rescarchers have at their dis-
posal will change both what kind of data can be collected and how analyses of
that data can be carried out and communicated. As qualitative research on
teaching evolves, practitioners and researchers will need to take account of
the contributions of teachers who take on the responsibility of using these
tools as a basis for generating context-specific professional knowledge. Prac-
titioners and researchers will need to consider what counts as a “good” inter-
pretation of events as the stories of practitioners about those events are
placed alongside interpretive scholarship of various sorts. And practitioners
and researchers will need to face the representavonal challenges of commu-
nicating about practice when it has been “known” from the inside. As we al-
low more voices into the conversation and enable the juxtaposition of their
analvses, we will struggle with understanding the nature of practice, the na-
ture of knowledge, and what knowledge is good for.
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