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Abstract 

Recent work has been emerging which is examining the notions of 
self-understanding and reflection insofar as these phenomena emerge 
within the context of the practice of teaching. This paper makes the case 
that , because of the powerful influence of Piagetian theory on the practice 
of teaching, it is necessary to re-examine how these phenomena are 
formulated in that theory. This necessity is especially urgent , since Piaget's 
theory, as a form of scientific discourse, leads to a form ulation of " practical 
understand ing" which is decidedly negative. 

Resume 

Certains travaux recents examinent comment les notions de comprehension 
de soi et d 'objectivation se manifestent dans le contexte de la pratique 
de l' enseignement. L'auteur argumente ici qu 'en raison de !' influence 
puissante de la theorie piagetienne sur la pratique de l'enseignement , ii 
est necessaire de reexaminer comment ces notions y sont formulees. II 
est d 'autant plus urgent de ce faire que la theorie de Piaget, comme forme 
de discours scientifique , amene une formulation de la "comprehension 
pratique" qui est decidement negative. 

REFLECTION AND SELF-UNDERSTANDING IN PIAGETIAN THEORY: 
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL CRITIQUE1 

Introduction 

There is an ever-increasing body of work emerging which focu ses on the character and value of 
reflection and self-understanding as a feature of educational practice. Schon's ( 1983) work on the 
nature of reflection in a teacher 's field experience, as well as several recent symposia (A. Oberg , 
et.al., I 985; R. Butt, et.al. , 1985; D. Raymond , et.al. , I 985) all focus in different ways on the 
necessity for a practical and concrete notion of reflective knowledge as a central feature of 
educational practice and student-teacher training. 

Given this upsurge of interest in practical reflection and practical self-understanding, another 
look at Piagetian theory is required , since it is from Piagetian theory, whether directly or indirectly, 
that a great deal of the underlying ideas regarding pedagogical theory and practice originate, 
especially in the field of Early Childhood Education (Evans 1975). The reason another look is 
warranted is that, if we follow Piagetian theory, we find that what we are expecting of children, 
regarding the development of reflectiveness and self-understanding, is precisely not what we are 
expecting of ourselves as teachers of children . We do not act, in the context of "reflective 
practice ,' ' like the sorts of adults who form the normati ve ideal in Piagetian theory. To the extent 
that Piaget's theory remains implicitly normative for pedagogical practice, we (as "reflective 
practitioners'') are not the adults we implicitly expect children to become. 

It is, I believe, mi sleading at this juncture to say that Piagetian theory simply details the notion 
of self-understanding and reflection insofar as these form features of scientific discourse . It could 
be claimed that he is not speaking about the character of reflection and self-understanding insofar 
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as they emerge in and remain part of practice (pedagogical or otherwise) . He is interested in the 
ways in which reflection and self-understanding underlie the theoretical discourse of science . 

It is clear from certain features of Piaget ' s work2 that he is maintaining more than this. Piaget 
maintains that a thoughtful understanding of the project and products of scientific discourse " can 
be accomplished due to the reflections of sc ientists themselves, " (Piaget I 972a, p. 90) and that 
this reflection need not move beyond the task , internal to that discourse , of securing its object ive 
character. Moreover, he says that " the sciences are self-s uffic ient and alone guarantee their own 
reflections" (Piaget 1971 a, p . 225) . Piaget is therefore not speaking solely and strictly about the 
nature and development of " the concepts and categories of estab lished science,'' (lnhelder 1969, 
p . 23) but also of the relation between established science and the wider context of lived human 
experience in which, out of which , and in relation to which scientific discourse emerges in the first 
place . The nature of this relationship is quite clear. As a form of structurali sm, Piaget' s account of 
scientific discourse operates under "an ideal, (perhaps a hope) of intrinsic intelligibility, supported 
by the postulate that structures are self-sufficient and that, to grasp them , we do not have to make 
reference to all sorts of extraneous elements" (Piaget 1970b , p. 4-5). It is clear, from several 
statements in Piaget's work, that li ved human experience and the practical contexts of self­
understanding and reflection are just such elements . 

Piaget' s proclamations as to the self-sufficiency of scientific discourse tend , at least in principle, 
to close off that discourse from the whole complex of human li fe out of which that discourse has 
emerged . Of course , it is not closed off in fact. In fac t we remain, as teachers , party to a multitude 
of courses of action , courses of understanding children and understanding ourselves in relation to 
children , of which scientific discourse is but one among many, and of which Piaget 's version of 
that discourse is yet another peculiarity. But , in spite of the rich manner in which Piaget describes 
the developmental emergence of scientific discour e out of sensorimotor, preoperational , concrete­
operational and , eventually, formal-operational actions of the subject, what seems to emerge out of 
all of this, where all of this seems to be heading, is toward an idealized caricature of the nature and 
place of science . 

There is another problem with Piaget's proclamations as to the self-sufficiency of sc ientific 
discourse . It is what Husser! ( 1970) called the problem of " flowing in ." The methods and the 
products of scientific discourse become, as he called it , "validities for the li fe- world" (p . 13 1) . 

There are two senses in which this phenomenon of " flowing in" becomes relevant for the 
practice of teaching and curriculum development. First, the results of scientifically produced and 
formulated notions of children , child development , teaching and learning, become part of common 
usage . This sense of "flowing in" has its own dangers, since it allows such notions to be used 
without retaining any explicit connection to the context of discourse from which such notions 
might have originally emerged . Students can bring with them to the practice of teaching notions 
such as ' children go through stages, ' ' you have to begin with where the child is at , ' 'children have 
to be ready for an activity' without bringing with these notions the implications of sense and 
contexts of sense-making that they originally referenced. 

The other sense in which such " flowing in" becomes relevant is more disturbing than this 
because it is more indirect, less recognizable and , in some ways, more pervasive , powerful and 
convincing. The model of scientific discourse and the notions of evidence, truth , repeatability, 
prediction, verification, justifiability, knowledge, accountabi lity, rat ionality and the like which are 
internal to scientific discourse can become inappropriately paradigmatic of " rational " or " warranted" 
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behavior in general. Lived human experience, and the practical , contextual, contingent , concerned, 
motivated , implicative, concrete forms of accountability that organize it can become judged 
against the paradigm of scientific discourse as being " subj ective", " idiosyncratic" and 
"unaccountable." 

I will, for now and in this context, skirt the two thorny issues that emerge from this form of 
" flowin g in" : the influx of measurability, precious to scientific discourse (and also precious to 
bureaucratic accountability), as a measure of educability and the reconstruction of pedagogical 
encounters under the image of the scientific experiment. I wish , rather, to look at the ideal of 
reflection and self-understanding that are taken as normative in Piaget' s work. And I wish to do 
this against the background of a powerful and provocative statement by Stanley Fish ( 1980) which 
captures the urgency of critically analyzing the normative models which are implicit in the practice 
of teaching . "Every norm is also a morality, and whatever is defined in opposition to it is not 
merely different , but inferior and inessential" (p. 102) . We must ask whether the ideals of 
reflection and self-understanding found in Piagetian theory and, perhaps, implicitly operative in 
the practice of teaching , in fact make recently emerging notions of " reflective practice" seem 
inferior and inessential. 

After examining the ideal of reflection and self-understanding found in Piaget' s work , I wish 
then to characterize, in broad outlines, a contrasting phenomenological notion of practical self­
understanding and comment briefly on how aspects of the latter are appropriate to the development 
of the practice of teaching and the organization of student-teacher training. 

The Ideal of Self-Understanding and Reflection in Piagetian Theory 

In Piagetian theory, every understanding of the world, at every level of development, is an 
active construction of the world by a particular subject. In every understanding of the world, I am 
always already implicated, whether implicitly or explicitly, as the one who , by means of constructive 
interactions , has constructed that understanding in relation to the schemata with which I operate on the 
world. In this sense, every understanding of the world is potentially an occasion for self-understanding, 
potentially an occasion for understanding oneself as the one who understands the world in a 
particular way. 

With the notion of the "cognitive unconscious" (Piaget 1976), a notion whose morphology 
comes from the work of Freud , Piaget has identified a natural tendency of thought not to actualize 
this potential for self-understanding which is inherent in every understanding of the world . Thought 
tends to direct itself to the object or content of thought and away from the '' hidden functionings of 
the mind'' (Piaget 1976) which are constitutive of that content. Thought tends, as phenomenology 
might put it, to be " positive" (Husser! 1970A): it tends to posit the result of the constitutive 
activity of consciousness as something which exists independently of that activity. In this way, 
what is actually a constructive achievement of the subject "appears to the subject as a perceptually 
given feature of the object and independent of the subject's own mental activity" (Elkind 1968 , 
p. xii). It is this natural tendency of thought to be positive that gives rise to the thesis of naive 
realism (Piaget 1952). Realism has its origin , for Piaget, in the unconsciousness of thought 
regarding the " intimate mechanisms which direct it" (Piaget 1976a, p . 54) and by means of which 
it constructs a sense of the world. 

It is in relation to this "inborn unconsciousness of thought toward itself" (Piaget 1972, p . 144) 
that Piaget often cites Binet's rather playful and provocative formulation, "Thought is the unconscious 
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activity of the mind .'' He maintains , in fact, that such unconsciousness '' is by no means particular 
to infant thought. There is unconsciousness even at the level of scientific thought" (Piaget 1976, 
p. 34) to the extent that the latter involves " uncritical transpositions of habits of mind and ideas 
used in other fields " (Piaget 1962, p. 208). If we map these comments over and against one from 
Insights and Illusions of Philosophy (1971a), a picture of the ideal of scientific discourse begins 
to emerge. ''A 'fact' presupposes interpretations resulting from the status of the problem and from 
its verification, but it is only a scientific fact if it leads , on the other hand , to an explicit 
interpretation that ensures its understanding" (p. 228). The developmental emergence of scientific 
discourse, therefore, seems to involve an orientation to an ideal of explicit interpretation , an ideal 
of remedying the inborn natural tendency of thought to operate implicitly or unconsciously. 

One of the central processes in the achievement of this ideal is the process of reflection. In 
Piagetian theory, "reflection is understood in the psychological sense to mean a rearrangement , by 
means of thought , of some matter previously presented to the subject' ' (Piaget 1971 , p . 320). This 
process of rearrangement is called "reflective abstraction (a bstraction reflechissante)" (Piaget 
1971, p. 320). Reflective abstraction is not a pure explication of "an agglomeration of acts and 
operations previously made by the subject" (p.320) . Rather, reflective abstraction, (along with 
every other cognitive act in Piagetian theory) is " a construction in the full sense of the word, a 
production of new combinations" (Piaget I 971 , p. 222). It is " a reconstruction on an upper level 
of what is already organized in another manner on a lower level " (Piaget 1976, p. 43). 

Reflective abstraction is thus linked to the notion of bringing to awareness the functionings and 
structures of action and thought which were previously unconsciously operative. However, reflection 
is not simply a mechanism whereby self-understanding or self-awareness occurs, as if it were an 
"illumination which reveals realities until then obscure , yet changes nothing whatever" (Piaget 
1976, p. 40). Nor is it simply a reconstruction of what was previously presented to the subject as 
implicit , unconscious , tacit , assumed, pregiven or the like. Rather, it is a reconstruction on an 
upper level. It is a reflective abstraction, and as such , it is a feature of the development of 
cognition, and not simply an illumination or a rearrangement on the same " level." To the extent 
that the subject achieves a " higher" level of development in the process of reflective abstraction , 
the act of reflection involves not simply the revealing of the ways the subject understands the 
world, but a reconstruction of that understanding (and thereby a reconstruction of the self insofar 
as the self is implicated in its understanding of the world) on a higher level. 

Self-understanding and reflection are thus intimately tied up with some sense of self-development. 
Each level of development involves , to a greater and greater degree, the reflective (i.e., reconstructive­
abstractive) re-integration on a higher level of previous organizations. And "each step brings 
about a more inclusive and more stable equilibrium for the processes that emerge from the 
preceding level" (Piaget I 973, p. 7). There are two interrelated elements involved in this progressive 
achievement of stability and inclusiveness that are central to understanding Piaget's claims regarding 
the self-sufficiency of scientific discourse: 

I . the increase in explicit awareness of the organizing activity involved in each level of development; 

2. a parallel process of self-reconstruction involved in each progressive level of integration. 

The progress of equilibrium toward stability and inclusiveness is not a progressive ''conquest of 
things'' (Piaget 1952, p . 363) that are conceivable independently of the nature of that conquest as a 
constructive conquest. The structures that define how the organism "conquers things" are, at 
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every level of development , constitutive of the thing it conquers (Jardine 1984). Thus, when 
Piaget states that " knowing reality means constructing systems of transformat ions that correspond 
more or less adequately to reality," (Piaget 1970, p. 15) the reality to which such systems are 
sequentially more and more adequate is not " the external world." Rather, the progressive fo rms of 
equilibrium are increasingly "adapted to the process of functioning itself" (Piaget 1952 , p. 3) . 
Intelligence , as formulated in Piaget's notion of scientific discourse, is an '' extension and perfection 
of all adaptive processes" (Piaget I 973, p. 6) , not because it has achieved that system of transformations 
which perfectly parallels the world , but because it has achieved that system of transformations 
which perfectly para llels the process of adapting to the world. One of the ways in which ' ' systems 
of transformations" are more adaptive is the extent to which those systems recognize themselves 
as such. To the extent that a system of transfo rmations (say, for example, the methods of a 
particular science) understands itself as such, it can consciously and explicitly anticipate the 
process of adaptat ion of which it is an instance. Instead of unconsciously operating on the world 
and suffering the need to accommodate those operations over the course of adaptation , it can , at 
the level of scientific discourse, lay out hypotheses whose potential need to accommodate is 
already anticipated. It is for this reason that the sequence of cognitive stages in Piaget' s work 
clearly is oriented to a notion of operations. Higher forms of adaptation are not defined by the fact 
that they are constituted by the ways the subject operates on the world. Rather, the movement from 
concrete to formal-operational stages of development is defined by the fac t that there is an 
increasingly explicit awareness of the fac t that the subject operates on the world. Clearly, then , for 
Piaget, " the progress of reason doubtless consists of an increasingly advanced awareness of the 
organizing activity inherent in life itself" (Piaget , 1952 , p . I 9). 

It is no surprise , then , that formal logic is the culmination of an awareness of the organizing 
activity inherent in life itself since, " at the highest level ... self-regulation proceeds by the 
application of perfectly explicit rules, these rules being, of course , the very ones that define the 
structure under consideration" (Piaget 1970b, p. 15) . Formal logic is, in a peculiar way, exemplary 
of the pinnacle of self-awareness, since with formal logic, the operations performed on an object 
and the object of those operations are identical. It seems, then , that the notion of self-understanding 
begins to dovetail with a notion of self-explic itness. But we have seen above that the process of 
self-development involved in the achievement of scientific discourse is prec isely not a matter of 
explication-illumination, but a process of reconstruction-abstraction. In the process of the achievement 
of scientific discourse, as the most stable and inclusive form of equilibrium, is involved a 
parallel process of self-reconstruction. 

The achievement of the ability to participate in scientific discourse not only means that the 
operations that the self instigates are explic it , conscious, self-aware , but that the self which 
instigates such operations has itself become reconstructed such that, in operating on the world , 
" we no longer intervene as an individual or distorting subject, but as an epistemic subject , the 
condition and instrument of objectiv ity (Piaget 1971 , p. 338). As previously mentioned , the 
process of reflective abstraction is a constructive process. Over the course of cognitive development , 
how the individual operates on the world becomes progress ively reconstructed into general ways 
of operating on the world that are he ld in common with others , i.e. , " decentered" or " non­
egocentric" operations (Schmitt 1983). Over the course of development and by means of " coordinating 
the covariations inherent in ... data produced by different hypothetical observers" leading eventually 
to the ability to "separate the invariables from the . . . variations" (Piaget I 970a, p. 26) , a 
distinction is slowly constituted between the individual , idiosyncratic or subjective assimi latory 
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schemata peculiar to any one indi vidual, and those operations that the indi vidual shares in common 
with others - " processes common to all subjects" (Piaget 1971 a, p. 108) . Thus , "objec tivity" 
in scientific discourse " does not mean independence in relation to assimilatory act ivity, but simply 
dissociation from the self and egocentric subjectivity" (Piaget 1952, p. 366). Objectivity in 
scientific discourse is thus not an inert state, but the achievement of a common method of 
operation , a methodology. It is as a common method of operation that scientific discourse can be 
understood as a system of transformations, a set of operations. During the process of self­
development , the subject must decenter itself away from the peculiarities of its indi vidual position 
vis a vis the world , the peculiarities of its way of constructing a sense of the world , since such a 
position, because of its individual ity, is " a source of possible deformation or illusion of a 'subjective' 
type" (Piaget 1970a, p. 25) . It must decenter itself towards adherence to those methods or ways of 
constructing a sense of the world that are common to all . Such adherence leads to " the essential 
rule of only asking questions in such terms that verification and agreement is poss ible" (Piaget 
1971 a, p . 12), i .e., such that the question posed "admit of a solution verifiable by everyone" 
(Piaget 1971a, p. 109) . 

Thus, the pinnacle of self-understanding in Piagetian theory is not simply an explicitness 
regarding one's interpretation such that understanding can be assured (as with Piaget's defi nition 
of a "scientific fact"). It is also, correlatively, the reflective reconstruction of one's position vis a 
vis the world , the paring away of the individuality of one's peculiar place in the world , and the 
achievement of a " decentered subject , who coordinates his actions as between them and those of 
others; who measures, calculates and deduces in a way that can be generally verified; and whose 
epistemic activities are thereby common to all subjects , even if they are replaced by electronic or 
cybernetic machines with a built-in logical and mathematical capac ity simi lar to that of the human 
subject" (Piaget 1970a, p . 25). Note here the coord ination of one's actions with others is not 
taking-up of the particularity of one's position in its particularity and understanding oneself as such 
in relation to others . On the contrary, what is involved is the forfe iting of that particularity in favor 
of "processes common to all subjects" - measurement , calculation and deduction. The development 
of self-understanding in Piaget ' s version of sc ientific discourse thus involves the method ical 
reconstruction of one's place in the world such that that place becomes indistingui shable from any 
other place, given that one is speaking of "others" who are at the ame developmental level. One 
becomes, at the level of scientific discourse , an anonymous theoret ical " actor" in wh ich each of 
us becomes replaceable by anyone, such replaceabil ity defining the objectiv ity of that discourse. 
Once achieved , the self-sufficiency of science is inevitable. The " self" which is understood as 
legitimately operative in the self-understanding of scientific discourse is not one which can 
question that self-sufficiency, since it is reconstructed at the outset as the condition and instrument 
of that self-sufficiency. Any deviation from thi s normative ideal of discourse is not merely 
different, it is inferior and inessential. 

A Phenomenological Notion of Practical Self-Understanding 

What has been sketched out regarding the notion of self-understanding and reflection as fou nd 
in Piagetian theory involves an ideal notion of the self-suffic iency of scientific di course that it 
must necessarily pursue. It is the pursuit of this ideal - and the coincident ideals of anonymity, 
explicitness, the precedence of method and the like - which defi nes that discourse as scienti fic. A 
phenomenological approach to practical self- understanding does not want to quarrel with this 
necessity, as if scientific discourse should (or, in fact , could) pursue something else . Rather, it 
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deals with the appearance of that ideal over the cour e of everyday life , an appearance which is 
practically, rather than theoretically const ituted . For example , it would ask the question " How 
does the ideal of scientific discourse , as a way of understanding children and ourselves in relation 
to children, appear in the context of and over the course of the practice of teaching as something 
one could pursue?" Note that thi s is not a question of the "application of theory to practice" but a 
question of the appearance of theory as a practical course of action in a practical context. It is in 
relation to such a practically constituted context of action, in which practically constrained and 
defined act ion must be taken, that the ideal of scientific discourse can appear as an appropriate , 
relevant, or necessary way of proceedi ng in that context. Thi s is not to reduce the truth or 
objectivity of cientific discourse to its practical relevance. It is, however, to say that one cannot 
reduce quest ions of the relevance, appropriateness or place of scientific discourse to questions of 
its truth . It is to resist the problem of " flow ing in" - scienti fic discourse is simply not always and 
everywhere appropriate and dec isions as to its appropriateness must arise out of the context of 
pract ice by means of the reflect ions of a practitioner on what that context needs. 

Thus , a phenomenological approach to pract ical self-understanding does not begin with a 
"rejection of science" (Merleau-Ponty 1970, p. viii), but it does resist what it sees as a dangerous 
reversal: the ideal of scientific discourse , wh ich emerges out of the prac tically constituted context 
of everyday li fe as a unique, powerful and valuable possibility-of-understanding among others , 
is retroactively posited as providing the " norm " or " ideal" or " truth " of that li fe, such that the 
concrete particularity of human life and involvement in such particularity is deemed inferior, 
inessential, idiosyncratic, subject ive, distortive and the like. The concerted practices of, for 
example, teaching , must therefore tum to theory if they are to know what they are doing . 

It is this idealization of human li fe under the auspices of the ideal of scientific discourse, that 
phenomenology resists. And it is under thi s ideal that Piagetian theory operates. Phenomenology 
resists ideal izing human life into the sort of thing to which only the theorist, practiced in the techniques 
of scientific discourse, can have access . Phenomenology therefore directs itself squarely against a 
peculiar phenomenon, noted by Harold Garfinkel ( 1984) , that emerges if scientific discourse 
understands itself and its form of understanding as somehow self-sufficient: the social sc ientist, in 
investigating human life, uses models of rationality, accountability, explicitness and the like that 
are indigenous to that science, and then has the profound problem of discovering why the people in 
the situation investigated don' t know and cannot know what the theorist knows. How is it that 
persons (say, for example , teachers in a classroom setting) can artfully constitute a practical setting 
and can communicate and give a " good" account of that setting to other pract itioners regarding 
how it is organized, regarding what they did to organi ze it that way, and yet, from the theorist' s 
point of view, not know what they are doing in the strict sense? Given the theori st's ideal of 
scientific discourse, practitioners are off-handedly characterized as acting on feelings or intuition , 
unable to distance themselves from the situation, being subjecti ve, drawing on their experience 
(the latter term used to distinguish that resource from 'knowledge'), acting unconsciously, tacitly, 
from a personal perspective and the like . 

A phenomenological approach to practical self- understanding gives credence, not only at the 
outset, but in principle, to the ways in which self-understanding actually appears over the course 
of everyday li fe. It does not opt for the "surreptitious substitution of idealized nature" (Husser! 
1970, p . 49-50) fo r the actual ways in which everyday li fe is organized. It does not , as with 
Piagetian theory, contain a normative ideal of discourse against which one comes to understand 
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children (as developmentally at , lower, or higher than the norm) or adults (as orienting to the ideal 
of scientific discourse or as " being subjective"). 

I would like now to list , in broad outlines , some of the principles that I see to be involved in a 
phenomenological notion of practical self- understanding and to note briefl y some of the ways in 
which such a notion could have import for the practice of teaching and for student-teacher training: 

I . Practical self-understanding and reflection are localized and concrete in two di ffe rent en es: 
(a) they are embedded in a particular life-history (Misgeld , 1985) , a particular biography. It is 
always my beliefs, my actions , understandings, assumptions, prej udices, and the li ke that are 
at issue in this understanding. The "self" which is at issue in this understanding is understood 
concretely, rather than ideally : it is I myself who am at issue, and I am irreplaceable with 
anyone else in this understanding; (b) my beliefs, understandings and the like are not in 
question or at issue " in general " or " in theory" but in the midst of a concrete context, and a 
localized set of practices, such as the practice of teaching. It is in relation to this concrete 
context of practices that self-understanding emerges as a located or localized issue, in relation 
to the necessities of that practice. 

2. Practical self-understanding and reflection require the cultivation of an experience of ownership 
and appropriation. They involve what Langan (1984) , fo llowing Heidegger ( I 962) , described 
as a matter of "taking a stand toward and thus accepting responsibility for one's situation" 
(pp. 101) . In the practice of teaching , the beliefs one has about children, about teaching and 
the like , do not merely describe what one abstractly " knows" in theory, but describe what one 
does, what one stands for or agai nst , one's o rientation, one's "conduct." Practical self­
understanding and reflection do not involve making explicit what one " knows" in theory, but a 
matter of taking responsibility for what one stands fo r in practice. It is in this sense of practical 
understanding as being what one "stands fo r" that Gadamer ( l 977) links it up with a notion of 
moral orientation and choice, and leads Misgeld et. al. ( I 985) to maintain that " knowledge is 
always a question of lived , practical insight and , understood in this sense, knowledge cannot be 
separated from questions of responsibility for the conduct of one's li fe. We are maintaining 
that, in the end , none of us knows more than what we have learned to live with , what we have 
learned to use as knowledge relevant to the organization of our relations with others and to the 
acquisition of self-understanding (which can orient further actions)" (p. 203-4). 

3. Practical self-understanding and reflection are temporal and contingent. They are temporal, not 
only in the sense that they must be achieved over time - over the course of teaching - but that 
they must always be re-achieved over time. Over the course of teaching, one is constantly 
re-embedding oneself in actions , in beliefs , in assumptions, and one is constantly re-achievi ng 
self-understanding over the course of new situations that arise. Each new child , each new 
teaching situation , is the occasion for the re-achievement of self-understanding . Thus , 
re-appropriation to new situations is always necessary. In thi s way, " for the practical decider, the 
'actual occasion' ... exercises overwhelming priori ty of relevance to which ' decision rules' 
and theories of decision-making are without exception subordinated in order to assess their 
rational features, rather than vice versa" (Garfinkel 1984 , p. 13) . It does not suffice, in a 
practically constituted setting such as teaching, to say that an abstractly or theoretica lly stated 
rule must be simply applied to practice in order to make that practice comprehensible. Rather, 
it is actual teaching situations which make abstract ly stated rules practica lly comprehensible, 
i .e., comprehensible as something practicable . lt is by means of dealing with actual occas ions 
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of teaching that we come to understand the rational features of rules, instructions, guidelines or 
techniques that were prev iously understood only " in theory" and come to understand ourselves 
as the one fo r whom such rules must be practically possible and not just theoretically ''correct .'' 

4. Practical self-understanding and refl ection are occasioned. More often than not , one does not 
produce self-understanding ex nihilo as some self-generated , theoretical exercise, but in the 
confrontation with others whose beliefs, attitudes or understandings are di fferent from my own . 

It is in the midst of the practice of teaching that I can be struck, not only by the fact that 
children think in a part icular way, but that / think in a particular way. When self- understanding 

and reflection are practically provoked or compelled in th is way, it is more vividly clear that it 
is / myse/fwho am at issue in th is understanding and reflection ; it is more vividly clear that it is 
not simply a theoretical piece of info rmation that has been rendered questionable, but I myse lf 
who have been brought into question , vis a vis something I have stood for and perhaps not 
realized I stood for. It is perhaps fo r th is reason that the practicum experience can be so 
powerful for some students , s ince it is no t a matter of the application of what one knows, but 
has to do, in some sense, with one's understanding of who one is , can or should be in re lation 
to children and the practice of teaching. 

In conclusion, if we begin by according fu ll credence to the concrete , localized , temporal , 
contingent and occasioned nature of practical self-understanding and reflection as they are found 
in the practice of teaching, the self-suffic iency of scientifi c d iscourse is simply not an appropriate 
model. Resistance to the phenomenon of " flowing in" requires the development of an alternate 
form of discourse which will express the character of the practice of teaching in a way that does 
not fall under the shadow of the normative idea l of science. The texts and symposia mentioned at 
the beginning of this paper are the beginning of that work , and I be lieve that phenomenology can 
provide willing and valuable support to the work that is already being done. 

NOTES 

1 A shorter version of this paper was presented to the Canadian Association for Foundations in Education at 
the Learned Societ ies Conference , June 1985 , Montreal, Quebec. 

2 There seems to be a fundamental distinction, in Piaget's work, bt tween his descriptions of the actual 
emergence of scienti fic discourse in the life of the child and his attempts to give an account of the nature of 
scienti fic discourse itself. The fo rmer seem to portray sc ienti fic discourse as embodied in the actions of the 
subject (cf. Brief, 1983) , whereas the latter works (cf. especially Piaget, 197 1a) seem to fall prey to an 
idealization of that discourse which betrays such embodiment. 
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