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CHAPTER ONE

‘WALKING THE LABYRINTH:
A METAPHORICAL UNDERSTANDING
OF APPROACHES TO METAPHORS FOR, IN
AND OF EDUCATION RESEARCH

WARREN MIDGLEY AND KAREN TRIMMER

Abstract

In the literature on education research, the word labyrinth is often
employed to refer to complexity in processes and/or contexts, most
commonly with negative connotations: a place of dead-ends and
frustrations. This chapter draws on a model of the unicursal labyrinth, a
design known since the Bronze Age in Europe, Asia and the Americas, in
which there is only one path which leads to the centre. This design is used
in some traditions as a tool for personal reflection, self-discovery and
spiritual renewal: adherents ‘walk the labyrinth’, knowing that it will lead
them on a winding path that takes them at times very near to, and at times
very far from, the centre they seek. They continue with the belief that if
they continue to follow the path, they will not only arrive at the centre, but
also will have discovered much along the way. This chapter applies the
walking the labyrinth metaphor to introduce this volume of chapters on the
use of metaphors for in and of education research.

Introduction

Metaphors can be useful conceptual tools for, in and of education research.
One common use of metaphor in education research is to illustrate or
explain a concept in a way that will communicate effectively to the
intended audience. For example, Freire’s (1985) metaphor of banking has
proven to be a useful tool for understanding his conceptualisation of a
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transfer of knowledge approach of pedagogy. However, metaphor can also
provide a useful tool for analysing dimensions of a complex concept or
phenomenon that might not be so clearly available for examination. For
example, Deleuze and Guattari (1987) used the metaphor of a rhizome to
explain their conceptualisation of the complex system of connections that
make up the internet. Buchanan (2007) then used this same metaphor as a
critical framework of analysis to interrogate the nature of the complex
system of connections of the internet, concluding that in many respects,
the internet was not as decentralised as the rhizome metaphor. Thus,
metaphor can be employed to suggest new avenues for investigation of
phenomena.

This chapter employs metaphor in this second way. In this sense,
metaphors are conceptualised as mechanisms for exploring abstract, novel
and speculative ideas (Yob, 2003), that can lead to new forms of
conceptual insight (Zhao, Coombs, & Zhou, 2010). They not only provide
a framework for enabling people to make meaning of their lives (Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980), but they can also help researchers make meaning of their
work, professional identities, and the worlds they inhabit as researchers.
This chapter begins by briefly telling the story of the metaphor of walking
the labyrinth and then articulating a framework of analysis suggested by
this metaphor. Then, the framework developed from the walking the
labyrinth metaphor is applied to introduce the chapters in this present
volume and suggest possible ways of reading them. The chapter concludes
by outlining ways in which this framework might be applied more broadly.

Walking the Labyrinth

In the literature on education research, the word labyrinth is often
employed to refer to complexity in processes and/or contexts, most
commonly with negative connotations. Often it is a metaphor used to
express frustration. As an example, Green, Camilli and Elmore (2006)
write, “Having survived the labyrinth of AERA committees” (p. xi) to
communicate the difficulty they experienced in negotiating their way
through a complex series of committees and their associated requirements.
Similarly, Watkins and Tisdell (2006) use the metaphor to describe the
complex role of degree program consultants in adult education. In these
ways, labyrinth is being used to refer to a maze that has a series of
confusing and frustrating dead-ends. Whilst this is an acceptable use of the
word in everyday speech, this is not the meaning of the word labyrinth that
is employed in this chapter.
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The labyrinth that forms the basis of the metaphor in this chapter is the
unicursal labyrinth that has been known since the Bronze Age in Europe,
Asia and the Americas (Pennick, 1994). This labyrinth is a pattern that
traces one single pathway from the entry point to the centre. The pathway
is not a direct one; generally it weaves in and out, near and far from the
centre. However, there is only one pathway, and following that one
pathway will inevitably lead to the centre. The unicursal labyrinth plays an
important role in some spiritual traditions to guide journeys of self-
discovery (Visser, 2000). Walking the labyrinth, as this devotional practice
is sometimes known, requires a person to literally walk along the path of a
unicursal labyrinth. The journey of this walk becomes a sacred space in
which the person engages in self-reflection, with the hope of achieving
greater awareness. A similar understanding of labyrinth has also been
found to be useful in the development of therapeutic tools for problem
solving and achieving mental focus outside the various spiritual traditions
in which it was originally developed (Peel, 2004).

In this chapter, we draw from the metaphor of walking the labyrinth to
provide a possible framework for engaging with the chapters in this book.
The dimensions of this framework are:

e Purposeful engagement
e Ongoing reflection
e Embracing unfinalisability

Purposeful engagement

The practice of ‘walking the labyrinth’ requires the participant to make the
choice to follow the path all the way to the centre. At any time, the
participant could simply step off the path, and walk straight to the centre,
or indeed straight back home should he or she so desire. The conscious
and proactive choice to follow the path from beginning to end can be seen
to be a metaphor for the concept of purposeful engagement (Browne-
Ferrigno, 2003; McMillan & Forsyth, 1991) which points to the
commitment to and belief in the intrinsic value in engaging in an activity
for the purpose of personal growth and learning, as opposed to simply
completing a task to achieve an extrinsic goal. Clearly, the reader has
made one kind of decision in starting to read this book. To purposefully
engage would involve more than simply reading to the end for the sake of
completing the task (or skipping to the end to get it over with). Engaging
purposefully involves actively seeking to follow the path where it leads —
in this case, actively choosing to follow the lines of thought prompted by
the different ideas presented in different ways throughout this book.
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Ongoing reflection

The goal of walking the labyrinth is to create a space for personal
reflection. To read the chapters in this book with this metaphorical
understanding in mind indicates an attitude of ongoing reflection. This
kind of reflecting encompasses more than merely revisiting past actions; a
more critical reflection (Yost, Sentner, & Forlenza-Bailey, 2000) will also
explore the personal beliefs, values, assumptions, aspirations and goals
that underpin those actions. It is the hope of authors and editors alike that
the different ideas explored in the chapters that follow would be a catalyst
for this kind of ongoing engagement.

Embracing unfinalisability

One of the potential concerns that might be raised with seeking to
purposefully engage in ongoing reflection is what Markova et al. (2007)
have called the dilemma of dialogic heterogeneity. They note that the
process produces what might be seen to be an infinite regression in cycles
of reflection, such that no kernel of truth can ever be identified. In the
writings of Bakhtin (1981) this phenomenon is called — in English
translation — unfinalisability. Rather than lamenting the lack of definitive
conclusions, this attitude to reflection, and indeed to research more
broadly, allows for the opportunity of continuing to develop and learn.

Therefore, whilst walking the labyrinth of this volume, we would
encourage readers to be purposefully engaged in ongoing reflection with a
mind that is open to always discovering something new. This new
discovery might be something that the reader adopts as a personal belief,
or it might be something that the reader chooses to accept as a perspective
that is different to the one he or she holds. In either case, it will lead to a
fuller understanding of the world in which we operate as researchers,
educators, and human beings.

Journey through the chapters in this book

Our journey begins with a toast of wine, traditionally an appropriate way
to begin an adventurous quest that may be arduous, but also exciting with
challenges and lessons to be learnt along the way. Chapter 2 explores the
expressive and evocative nature of metaphorical language in the context of
wine tasting notes. The introduction of Conceptual Metaphor Theory gives
a sound basis to the beginning of our journey and assists in providing a
framework that may also be reflected upon as we venture into further
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chapters. We also become aware that the journey, and the use and meaning
of metaphor, will differ for each individual who enters the labyrinth. The
chapter considers cross cultural studies and how meaning of metaphorical
language, its intent and interpretation may be impacted in different socio-
cultural contexts.

We next venture closer to the core of this labyrinth in Chapter 3 to
investigate the value and use of metaphor in education and also research.
Metaphors enable teachers to bring personal and social understandings to
the fore to engage their students and make meaning of less accessible
knowledge. This powerful link to personal dimensions of knowing through
the use of metaphor has also been used by teachers in narrative research to
support reflection and collaborative inquiry. Chapter 4 continues this path
through consideration of metaphors in mixed methods research. The use of
metaphor to promote innovation and insight through challenge of
entrenched views of traditional methods and provision of multiple
perspectives assists researchers to develop robust approaches to mixed
methods research studies.

The next phase of our journey, through Chapters 5, 6 and 7, takes us
deep into the labyrinth where we come up against challenges to our quest.
Taking on the role of heroine we confront our nemesis, which takes the
form of completion of a PhD, and come forth victorious from the vortex
transformed, wiser and with the aim of enlightening and empowering
others taking on the challenge of doctoral study. Chapter 5 explores the
complexity of the doctoral research journey as a transformative process
from novice to expert through the metaphor of Persephone’s journey
through the ancient Greek labyrinth. Metaphor is shown as a powerful
means for interpreting the lived experience of research, and the chapter
articulates the inchoate experience of personal transformation, to make
manifest the underworld of the doctoral journey. Chapter 6 uses a different
metaphorical journey to elucidate the author’s lived experience as a
doctoral student. This chapter likens the doctoral quest to Harry Potter’s
with decisions to publish throughout candidature being the horcruxes
experienced as goals along the way in his journey to defeat his nemesis,
Voldemort. Chapter 7 considers the nature and impact of stressors faced
by doctoral students and early career researchers through the metaphor of
a spiralling vortex that is all consuming of time and emotion. Strategies to
assist with navigating safe passage and achieving the central goal whilst
maintaining well-being are highlighted.

Having established our need to promote well-being along our way, we
next move on to the spiritual dimension of our journey in Chapters 8, 9
and 10. We remain on our PhD journey in Chapter 8 but also move on to
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explore how authentic Yoga teachers incorporate spirituality in their
teacher training programmes. This chapter also assists in making the
distinctions between metaphor, simile and analogy, introduces the
narrative analysis technique of restorying, and uses the metaphor of the
Kosher model to analyse the layers of self in the journey to find
transcendence at our spiritual centre. Chapter 9 continues the doctoral
journey with the use of restorying. By embracing the madness of method
in educational research, the metaphor of rhizomatic thinking is introduced
as an alternative to the arboreal metaphor of the tree of knowledge.
Meaning is made in relation to teenagers, musicking, schooling and
literacies through rhizomatic restorying that that recognises complexity
and weaves together discursive threads to acknowledge new imaginative
ways of thinking. The arboreal metaphor of the tree of life is the focus of
Chapter 10. This metaphor, symbolic of the interconnectedness of life and
earth, has ancient roots in many cultures and religions. The Native
American worldview is explored and also the view of Indigenous
Australian culture. The metaphor is applied to working cross culturally to
elicit learning and grow knowledge and understanding in participatory
action research.

Our journey with metaphor now takes another turn as the following
four chapters 11, 12, 13 and 14 demonstrate the use of metaphor as a
conceptual tool to assist in constructing meaning in a diverse range of
educational research contexts. Chapter 11 explores the tool metaphor as a
way of understanding and conceptualising the use of digital technology in
teaching students with Autism Spectrum Disorders. This is done through
consideration of case studies of lessons utilising interactive white boards.
It highlights the need for teachers to be constantly aware of their
pedagogical goal as complex digital technologies have the potential to
become the focus of instruction and distract from the true pedagogical
goal. We then take a sharp turn in Chapter 12 to consider the use of
metaphor in a quantitative research context. The use of metaphor as a
conceptual tool is used to communicate and interpret how the quantitative
approaches of complexity theory and probability theory were used to
develop a model of risk-taking in decision-making by school principals.
Researchers in educational leadership are increasingly using complexity
and chaos theory as a tool to provide greater understanding in dynamic
educational environments. The use of metaphor assists in making these
complex tools accessible to all educational researchers irrespective of
preferred methodological approach by using familiar concepts to link to
unfamiliar concepts and thereby create new meaning. This use of
metaphor as a tool to bridge conceptual understanding is again applied in
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Chapter 13 in the context of whole school development and change. The
Innovative Designs for Enhancing Achievement in Schools (IDEAS)
school renewal process is the focus of speculation on the power of
metaphor to assist in the facilitation of cognitive connection and
development of new knowledge required to promote positive and unified
change in schools and their surrounding communities. This phase and our
journey ends with Chapter 14 where metaphors extracted from a collection
of transnational students' own accounts are analysed to explore the impact
of international orientation, mobility, adjustment and adaption to foreign
environments, such as new schools. The identification of the many
metaphors used to help elucidate such a lived experience, are used as tools
to gain an improved understanding of the student experience and as a
means to consider ways to better support parents, teachers, schools and
community services that contribute to transnational students’ social and
educational development.

Our journey through the labyrinth reaches its destination at the centre
with the construction of meaning in these final chapters where diverse
aspects of our adventure and varied uses of metaphor as a conceptual tool
in education research are explored. The value and nature of metaphor, its
challenges, and its spiritual and pragmatic dimensions provide challenges
to consider on our journey’s path to assist and guide future forays in your
own education research.

Walking the labyrinth of this book

The journey outlined in the preceding section is, of course, just one
possible pathway through the chapters of this book. The reader may
choose a completely different path through the chapters and sections
presented. The metaphor of walking the labyrinth introduced in this
chapter is not intended to suggest the most appropriate order of reading
through the chapters. Rather, the metaphor is used in the broader sense of
providing a suggested model for engaging with some or all of the various
ideas presented throughout this volume.

Conclusion

The intention of introducing the metaphor of walking the labyrinth was to
serve three purposes. Firstly, it was selected as a useful metaphor for
presenting the various chapters in this volume, which include a broad
range of different ideas presented in a range of very different ways. The
principles of purposeful engagement, ongoing reflection and embracing



8 Chapter One

unfinalisability — drawn from the metaphor itself — provide a useful
framework for thinking about and responding to the ideas presented
herein. This same framework might also be applied to education research
more broadly, and in this second sense, the metaphor is also a useful
mechanism for introducing a collection of essays about metaphor in, for
and of education research. Thirdly, employing a metaphor to introduce this
volume that is about metaphor, seemed an appropriate way to set the tone
for the chapters that follow. We invite you to walk the labyrinth as you
read this volume.
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range of education disciplines providing management advice regarding
both teaching and research. She has managed small and large scale
longitudinal studies in education, including projects in early childhood,
primary, district high and secondary schools in metropolitan, regional and
remote areas of Western Australia for the Department of Education and
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