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Foreword—An Example to Us All

Susan Groundwater-Smith would not see herself as a model, but to many, includ-
ing myself, her professional life is an example of how apparent opposites can be 
brought into harmony and productively harnessed in the service of education.  This 
book reflects not just the scope of her writing and teaching over 40 years and the 
influence she has had on teachers and researchers from many different backgrounds 
and countries, but also the ways in which she has acted out in her own life and work 
the qualities she seeks to encourage in others.

Most noticeably, she takes an inquiring approach to any problem, refusing to ac-
cept uncritically accepted views or easy answers. In this sense, she has sometimes 
seemed a maverick, willing to break educational ranks, ask awkward questions 
about educational theories, policies and structures and take daring initiatives. Yet 
she has shown great skill, in the course of varied projects, in working within these 
structures and using them to the advantage of students and teachers. Always ready 
to challenge the nature of professional knowledge and learning, and the theory and 
practice of practitioner inquiry, she has encouraged others to do the same. Yet, de-
spite an innovative and in some ways unconventional approach to learning and 
teaching, she is also deeply conservative in demanding of herself and others a high 
level of intellectual integrity and conventional academic standards. The uncom-
promising nature of this stance is tempered for learners and fellow academics by 
the fact that she values the questioner as much as their questions. As a result, she 
has been able to marry the theoretical and the practical in both her writing and her 
teaching, and to command the respect of practitioners at all levels of the educational 
system. Many of the following chapters attest to her influence in reconciling per-
spectives which many still regard as mutually exclusive.

As the contributions to this book suggest, at every stage of her career, she has 
been open to different opinions, eclectic in her view of where teaching and learning 
take place and able to find professional friends and colleagues in many countries 
and cultures. She is prepared to take risks in seeking out interesting educational sit-
uations and problems but, having committed herself, is able to stand back and trust 
others to work with as much commitment as she does. Yet this ability to persuade 
or co-opt others is not an indication of indifference or a laisser-faire attitude to 
standards. Rather, her choice of co-participants in teaching, writing and research is 
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underpinned by iron principles—opinions and judgements must be evidence based; 
rigorous, critical reflection on this evidence must precede recommendations for ac-
tion or change; different perspectives should be taken into account at all stages of 
the research; ends and means must be humane, ethically sound and, where possible, 
emancipatory. As academic, teacher and writer she exemplifies the distinction be-
tween a critical friend (a term to which she has given fresh meaning) and a friendly 
critic (which I think she would regard as a contradiction in terms).

Moreover, she has often been able to turn to good effect the apparent contradic-
tion between her tolerant acceptance of others’ viewpoints and interests and her un-
flinching adherence to her basic intellectual values, by negotiating different forms 
of collaborative action. Sometimes these have been in the shape of informal coop-
eration or more structured partnerships between herself and colleagues in schools, 
colleges, universities and institutions as diverse as museums and libraries. At oth-
ers, she has acted as adviser and consultant to groups or coalitions of teachers or 
others seeking to investigate and improve their practice. In both roles, she reveals 
herself as a skilled and sensitive facilitator. Once again, the contents of this book 
reflect her talent not just for working with an unusually wide range of people, but 
also for persuading others successfully to take similar risks and to trust not only her, 
but also one another. Few Festschrifts can contain so many contributions from both 
academics and teachers in schools and colleges as this one does.

Another paradox in Susan Groundwater-Smith’s career is that much of her writ-
ing has underlined the importance to educationalists of eliciting, listening to and 
taking careful note of the voices of students. She is an impassioned advocate of the 
rights and the insights of learners, in whatever setting. She has herself worked hard 
and imaginatively to seek out, listen to and understand what students are saying, or 
want to say. Perhaps more important in the long run is the work she has done, and is 
still doing, with teachers and others, to encourage and enable them to do the same. 
Indeed, her work has most often been directed to teachers, administrators and policy 
makers rather than to students themselves. The answer to this apparent discrepancy 
is, I think, that she sees teachers and other professionals themselves as learners, 
capable of inquiring into and changing their attitudes and practice. Several chapters 
in this book testify to the fact that she has encouraged and supported teachers, espe-
cially in schools and colleges, in their attempts not just to listen to students but also 
to use them as informed observers and co-researchers.

This dual allegiance—to students’ voices and to teachers’ capacity to examine 
and change themselves—has led her in recent years into fierce but well-informed 
critiques of centralist education policies, especially in relation to students’ abil-
ity to express their learning needs, teachers’ ability to make judgements of quality 
and the desirable or actual nature of their professional knowledge. Much of her 
most powerful teaching and writing has been concerned with the damaging effects 
on students and teachers of a growing tendency within government at all levels 
to expect compliance to externally imposed standards. Never one herself to give 
unquestioned obedience to any authority—though unflinchingly loyal in her com-
mitment, once satisfied of its legitimacy—she has shown others how to recognise 
and constructively question what they may perceive as unwarranted interference in 
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their professional lives. In addition, she is seeking, and encourages others to seek, 
for a new professionalism within centralist control and within different pedagogical 
traditions.

Underlying all these apparent inconsistencies is one consistent theme. During all 
the 30 years, I have known her, and for long before that, Susan Groundwater-Smith 
has been centrally concerned with the nature of teachers’ professional knowledge, 
in particular how it is construed, constructed and employed. This has led her more 
and more deeply into encouraging inquiry by academics, teachers and others into 
the nature of professional learning and into how, when, where and under what con-
ditions it takes place. But she has never been satisfied simply with definitions; for 
her, professional learning, if it is true learning, must lead either to the recognition 
and ratification of good practice or to changes in teacher behaviour and/or the man-
agement of schools. So, she is herself an ‘inquiring teacher’ and an academic who 
has done a great deal, nationally and internationally, to promote the idea and the 
practice of action research, and of related notions such as reflective practice and 
professional inquiry. It is significant that many of the contributions to this book re-
flect their authors’ intention to question some contemporary understanding or prac-
tice of teaching or learning, wherever it takes place.

At this point, it becomes impossible to separate the personal from the profes-
sional. That she has been able to hold different and often conflicting aims and loyal-
ties in constructive tension for most of her working life is due in large measure to 
her own personality and life style. These in their turn can appear contradictory. She 
has been able to achieve all she has in part by keeping to her lifelong habits of hard 
work, commitment to the task and dedication to the progress and wellbeing of her 
students. At the same time, she has rich and varied interests outside her professional 
life, travels widely and often and throws herself into enjoyment, wherever possible 
with her family, with as much energy as she does her work. She is single-minded in 
pursuit of particular projects, ideas or aspirations, but simultaneously generates a 
wealth of ideas and tasks which she might pursue at a later date, or which others are 
free to take up. She is trusting but exacting, unorthodox but respectful of tradition, 
sceptical but accepting, tolerant but demanding. These opposites are held together, 
I suggest, by her warmth, empathy and generosity—in short by her gift for friend-
ship. It is ironic that one who would largely reject imitation as a means of learning 
should herself have taught others so much by modelling for them personal as well 
as professional modes of thought and behaviour. I, among other contributors to this 
book, count myself as fortunate to have enjoyed her as a friend and colleague for so 
many fruitful years.

Jennifer Nias
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A festschrift recognises the contribution of a scholar’s work at an important point 
in their life. When Susan Groundwater-Smith’s 70th birthday was approaching and 
she was momentarily threatening to ‘retire’ (a threat that has since been revoked), 
we thought it timely to reflect on and celebrate her overall contribution to the field 
of education. We both have worked with Susan and acknowledge her commitment 
to understanding practice through theoretical, scholarly and practitioner interven-
tions, as well as her contribution to our own lives and those of many others as schol-
ars and educators. Given our respect for Susan and our delight in her, we wanted to 
find a way to publicly acknowledge Susan the Scholar and hence, the seed for an 
edited work in her honour was planted. After gaining agreement from prospective 
contributors and publisher, we divulged our collusion and shared our plans with Su-
san. She was both humbled and delighted and amazingly, for those of us who know 
her, temporarily lost for words.

Susan proudly defines herself as a ‘close to practice researcher’: for over more 
than 30 years, she has worked in academic institutions but maintained close links 
with classroom practitioners, supporting them as critical friend, academic partner, 
researcher-in-residence, mentor and trusted advisor. Over the course of her illustri-
ous career, both as a schoolteacher and university academic, her mission has been 
a transformative one.

Formed in her early years as a teacher by her experiences working with disad-
vantaged and at-risk students, and in her time working in the educationally dynamic 
environment of Woollahra Demonstration School in the 1970s, Susan’s belief in 
the progressive education agenda, her strong framework of professional ethics and 
commitment to equity and democracy has infused her teaching and research over 
the course of her career. Indeed, her work serves to remind us of the strong common 
thread that links practitioner inquiry and professional learning with pedagogies that 
draw on and promote student agency and assessment strategies that provide authen-
tic and accurate feedback to students and parents.

N. Mockler, J. Sachs (eds.), Rethinking Educational Practice Through Reflexive Inquiry, 
Professional Learning and Development in Schools and Higher Education 7,
DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-0805-1_1, © Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2011

Chapter 1
Rethinking Educational Practice Through 
Reflexive Inquiry: An Introduction

Nicole Mockler and Judyth Sachs
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The contributors have all worked with Susan in various ways over the years: 
most as co-authors, some as practitioners whose work Susan has supported, oth-
ers as colleagues with common research interests. Many of us have been mentored 
by Susan, our efforts sustained by her encouragement and sheer passion for good 
educational work. Reflecting Susan’s own orientation, this book is a trans-national 
collaboration, with contributors from Australia, the United Kingdom and the Neth-
erlands; also in keeping with Susan’s orientation, contributions have been made by 
school- and museum-based practitioners, university-based academics and education 
consultants. What the contributions share in common is a link to the key themes of 
Susan’s work.

Susan’s published work spans significant reports for school systems and profes-
sional organisations (Bigum et al. 1987; Crawford et al. 1989; Currie and Groundwa-
ter-Smith 1998; Groundwater-Smith 1996; Groundwater-Smith and Kemmis 2004), 
highly successful text books for pre-service teacher education courses (Groundwa-
ter-Smith et  al. 2006, 2007, 2009), edited collections (Campbell and Groundwa-
ter-Smith 2007, 2010; Nias and Groundwater-Smith 1988), invited contributions 
(Groundwater-Smith 2005; Groundwater-Smith and Dadds 2004; Groundwater-
Smith and Mockler 2006, 2007) and other scholarly writings (Groundwater-Smith 
and Mockler 2009; Groundwater-Smith and Sachs 2002).

Since the 1980s, her work has focused on the following key areas, between 
which there is considerable overlap:

•	 Practitioner inquiry (Currie and Groundwater-Smith 1998; Groundwater-Smith 
1988, 1998; Groundwater-Smith and Dadds 2004; Groundwater-Smith and 
Hunter 2000; Groundwater-Smith and Mockler 2003)

•	 Teacher education and professional development (Campbell and Groundwater-
Smith 2010; Deer et al. 1995; Groundwater-Smith 1992, 1993a, b, 1997, 1999; 
Groundwater-Smith et al. 1994, 1997; Groundwater-Smith and Mockler 2009; 
Mockler and Groundwater-Smith 2010; Retallick et al. 1999; Sachs and Ground-
water-Smith 1999; Sharp et al. 1993)

•	 Teachers’ work (Bacon et  al. 2000; Groundwater-Smith 1998, 1999, 2001; 
Groundwater-Smith and Sachs 1998; Retallick et al. 1999)

Integral to Susan’s work is the link between these areas, the dimensions of teachers’ 
work that provide rich opportunities for professional development and learning and 
the potential of practitioner inquiry to transform professional practice and profes-
sional learning. For this reason, the proposed book is structured into two parts, with 
strong links to be drawn between the parts, both within the chapters themselves and 
in the editors’ framing of the chapters.

It is representative of the regard in which Susan is held that scholars and prac-
titioners of the highest calibre have contributed chapters to this volume. We asked 
each of the contributors to link their contribution to Susan’s work through one of 
the two themes of the book, which themselves emerged from our survey of her work 
over three decades.

Rethinking Educational Practice Through Reflexive Inquiry: Essays in Honour 
of Susan Groundwater-Smith explores the reflexive relationship between teachers’ 
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work and learning and the role of knowledge creation in teacher professional prac-
tice and learning. In this, as well as the variety of perspectives and contexts it rep-
resents, from more theoretical accounts to case studies of inquiry and professional 
learning, the book comprises a unique volume authored by a range of educational 
researchers and practitioners regarded as outstanding in their field.

Part I, Practitioner Inquiry, includes chapters that relate to both the theoretical 
and practical dimensions of conducting practitioner inquiry in schools and other 
institutions, focusing particularly on the critical and transformative dimensions that 
link so clearly with Susan’s work. A number of chapters in this section either embed 
or themselves represent case studies of practitioner inquiry or action research from 
the field.

Stephen Kemmis offers a new definition of critical participatory action research, 
expanding that which he and Robin McTaggart developed in The Action Research 
Planner (Kemmis and McTaggart 1988). Kemmis uses the six-part expanded defini-
tion as a framework for a broad-based discussion of Susan’s single and co-authored 
work over the course of the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s, concluding that while Susan 
may not define herself as a critical participatory action researcher, her body of work 
exemplifies the principles of such work to the point where she might be regarded as 
an accidental practitioner of critical participatory action research.

In examining the commonalities and distinctions between various forms of ac-
tion research and practitioner inquiry, Bridget Somekh explores the emerging varia-
tions in different parts of the world, some of which Susan has been instrumental 
in fostering, as an example of Appadurai’s notion of ‘globalisation from below’ 
(Appadurai 2001). She concludes that variations in the action research/practitioner 
inquiry traditions adapted to local needs and nuances have amounted to the building 
of an ‘extended family’, where localisation and globalisation work symbiotically in 
support of ‘collective agency’.

Petra Ponte and Jan Ax explore the links between inquiry-based professional 
learning and the European conception of educational praxis, using a model de-
rived from combining the Habermasian lifeworld/system distinction (Habermas 
1987) and Mannheim’s distinction between substantial and functional rationality 
(Mannheim 1940). Using this frame for analysis of their own second-order action 
research study, they conclude that authentic inquiry-based professional learning 
successfully integrates all four dimensions, effectively supporting the researcher to 
straddle lifeworlds and systems in the construction of new knowledge and attending 
to both substantial and functional rationalities.

The interaction between adults and young people in educational settings, ranging 
from students as data source to intergenerational learning as participatory democ-
racy, is elaborated by Michael Fielding in a typology he terms Patterns of Partner-
ship. He suggests that Susan’s work in relation to student voice and practitioner 
inquiry calls on us to interrupt the dominant and common forms of student partici-
pation in school inquiry, pushing towards the democratic possibilities and challeng-
ing the common sense wisdom of our time.

Demonstrating that Susan’s influence has not been limited to schools and uni-
versities, Linda Kelly and Pauline Fitzgerald provide exacted examples of these 
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interactions in their chapter, which charts the seven-year relationship between the 
Australian Museum and the Coalition of Knowledge Building Schools. This rela-
tionship has seen the museum draw both young people and teachers into conversa-
tion about learning in the museum and provided opportunities for them to influence 
the shape of exhibitions and the way the museum interacts with visiting young 
people. Kelly and Fitzgerald emphasise the reciprocal nature of the relationship and 
use qualitative data gathered to highlight the value placed upon the relationship by 
members of all groups concerned.

Greg Elliott, a school-based practitioner and leader, tells the story of his school 
community in creating ‘space’ for sustainable practitioner inquiry and as a conse-
quence, built a generative professional learning community. He examines the role 
of strategic leadership on the part of the school’s governance body, executive team 
and teaching staff in the creation of this ‘third space’ and highlights the evolution 
and impact of inquiry-based professional learning within his school context.

In the final chapter of Part I, John Furlong examines the proposed new Master 
of Teaching and Learning in England as possible ‘fertile ground’ for practitioner 
inquiry. He highlights the aims of the programme, on the surface similar to those 
aims expressed by Susan in terms of practitioner inquiry, and juxtaposes what is es-
sentially an example of neo-liberal education policy with the transformative agenda 
embedded in Susan’s work. Furlong concludes that it is unlikely that Susan’s vision 
will be realised in the MTL, expecting rather that a level of ‘managed commitment’ 
to national policies will emerge through this national strategy for inquiry-based 
professional learning.

In Part II, Teachers Work and Learning, the chapters are slightly more broad in 
scope, attending variously to the policy frames within which teachers’ work is con-
structed, the links between teachers professional learning and development and the 
factors that shape their practice. Of the many consequences of this broader project, 
the personal transformation of teachers through the development of a confident pro-
fessional voice is evident in the chapters in this section.

Nicole Mockler examines the formation and mediation of teacher professional 
identity, reporting on a qualitative research study that used life history methodology 
to explore the ‘anchors’ that serve to fix teacher professional identity at differing 
points in their careers and life experiences. She concludes that good professional 
learning and development that incorporates opportunities for teachers to expand 
their practice and authentically reflect on their practice in context has the capacity to 
orientate teachers to new and different dimensions of their work, anchoring teacher 
professional identity anew.

Exploring the links between inquiry and professional learning in teachers’ ap-
proaches towards curriculum change and educational innovation, Anne Campbell 
focuses upon issues of collaboration, collegiality and critical friendship in arguing 
for the importance of academic partnership. She draws upon work conducted with 
Susan and others over the past decade and locates current initiatives regarding in-
quiry-based teacher professional learning within the contemporary policy contexts.

Judyth Sachs explores a variety of metaphors for teacher professional learning 
within currently prevailing educational discourses, arguing that there are a variety 
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of approaches to continuing professional development that are oriented towards 
teacher learning. She emphasises the link between trust and professional judgement 
in identifying catalysts for professional learning and presents a strong preferred 
vision of a robust teaching profession supported by effective and transformative 
professional learning and development.

Arguing for the adoption of an ecological approach to understanding and re-
searching teacher collaboration on research, Colleen McLaughlin explores the issue 
of teacher collaboration broadly, taking stock of both the challenges and poten-
tial rewards inherent in collaboration. She argues that an ‘ecological approach’ to 
teacher collaboration, which is both contextual and collective, and takes into ac-
count both the forces at work in teachers’ lives and its own resultant tensions and 
dilemmas, can assist us in developing an understanding of the nuances of teacher 
collaboration.

Jane Hunter and Jane Mitchell explore the roles of ‘insiders’, ‘outsiders’ and 
purpose in the development of authentic teacher professional learning. Using case 
studies from their recent work, they argue that the best conditions for generating 
practical knowledge about teaching are created where partnerships between teach-
ers and academic partners are met with a sense of educational purpose that is mutu-
ally compelling for both insiders and outsiders.

Drawing on her experience as a member of the Coalition of Knowledge Build-
ing Schools, a network of schools in and around Sydney, Australia, which Susan 
Groundwater-Smith has convened for almost a decade, Kris Needham examines the 
supportive structures which have allowed this network to flourish. She suggests that 
the Coalition operates as a site for what Eraut has termed ‘joint practice develop-
ment’ (Eraut 2005), wherein professional learning is empowered by both the ‘head’ 
and the ‘heart’.

In her chapter, Phillippa Cordingley explores 13 years of evidence related to 
support for research and evidence-based practice for enhanced teacher and student 
learning, surveying a range of initiatives and activities that have been sponsored 
by the English Government over this period of time. She particularly focuses upon 
teachers’ engagement in and use of research, concluding that a substantialist, spe-
cialist, multi-level approach, wherein teachers are supported to use research in ways 
consistent with principles of effective teacher professional learning, is best.

Bob Lingard completes Part I of the book with a chapter that offers a critique of 
recent education policy developments in Australia 2007–2010, exploring these with 
particular reference to the nature and scope of teachers’ work. He connects with the 
broad project of school reform to which Susan has been a key contributor over the 
course of her career, and argues that the aims and goals of this project are increas-
ingly difficult to work towards in the context of the neo-liberal education discourses 
that permeate western democracies at this time. He concludes that while all is not 
lost, a new social democratic imaginary is urgently required to underwrite a national 
school reform agenda that is about the promulgation of a richer, more transforma-
tive vision of education than that which currently prevails.

The book concludes with two postscripts. The first, written by Susan Ground-
water-Smith herself, is a brief tribute to the late Professor Shirley Grundy, who was 
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to have been a contributor to this book but withdrew shortly prior to her untimely 
death in July 2010. Shirley and Susan were close friends and colleagues over many 
years, and it is a mark of Susan’s generosity that she asked to make this contribution 
and dedication to Shirley within a book designed to honour her own work.

For once not content to allow Susan the final word, the book concludes with a 
final postscript from us, a call to continue and extend the project of which Susan’s 
work has been an integral part, in support of educational ideas and orientations that 
swim against the tide of the current ‘age of compliance’.

It is our belief that Rethinking Educational Practice Through Reflexive Inquiry: 
Essays in Honour of Susan Groundwater-Smith is not only a fitting acknowledge-
ment of a career that has had (and continues to have) an important impact on edu-
cation, but also constitutes a stand-alone extension of the education agenda about 
which Susan is so passionate.
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Susan Groundwater-Smith—the self-reflective practitioner in the title of this chap-
ter—is not merely an advocate for practitioner inquiry, she is an exemplary model 
of the self-reflective practitioner. Ever since her days of primary teaching, when 
she discovered ideas and theories that could enliven and enlighten her educational 
work, she has continued to debate and critically interrogate not only her adversar-
ies, her friends and the contemporary research literature, but also, and more dog-
gedly, herself. She reveals something of this exemplary self-reflection in her My 
Professional Self: Two Books, a Person and My Bedside Table (Groundwater-Smith 
2006). Only someone deeply respectful of ideas and their histories can deal with so 
many, with such dexterity, through so many years of confident scholarly writing, 
always leavening her educational scholarship with literary adornments drawn from 
the latest novel to impress her (as My Professional Self… shows), and always invit-
ing readers into worlds made accessible by her lucid prose. She has always been a 
hard act to follow at a podium, and a hard co-author to work with as she so effort-
lessly (it seems) turns good sense into good sentences. As those who have written 
with her know, her writing flows from years of careful crafting. She is a practitioner 
par excellence of this special practice: the practice of inhaling rich observations of 
educational life (detailed in careful notes written up soon after), reflecting deeply 
on her own and others’ educational experience, locating her ideas precisely in the 
current scholarship of teaching, and exhaling insightful writing about teaching that 
allows readers to see their worlds more clearly and understand them more deeply.

She has been, among many roles, a primary teacher, university teacher, profes-
sional developer, leader and mentor of research teams, professor, consultant, ad-
viser and, at last, an eminent and distinguished scholar, also, of course, and not 
incidentally, a partner, a mother and a citizen of the world. And now, someone who, 
despite pretended retirement, continues to choreograph the living practice of the 
student–teachers who read her textbooks, the teachers and scholars who read her 
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