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Teacher Knowledge Part 2: Personal Construct
Theory as the Basis of a Methodology to
Study Teaching

J. W. McQualter
University of Newcastle

_ In the previous paper, Teacher Knowledge Parr 1. Unstopping the Dam,
the suggestion was made that a methodology based on Personal Construct
_ Theory (PCT) could be used to explore and develop a new mode] of teacher

to describe the theory of personal constructs, originated by Kelly (195 5)
and elaborated by Fransella and Bannister (1971) second to discuss the

ersonal Construct Theory

elly’s idea of a “personal construct system’’ holds that 2 person is an
Cctivist, constructing something. Personal constructs are personal
cpresentations of some aspect of reality. Personal knowledge and the
rocess of personal learning involve translating an idea into action and
Xperiencing its consequences. To Kelly reality is subject to many alternative
Qnstructions,and when exploring a person’s construct system we are
ewing the berson as “‘man-the-scientist” not “man-the- laboratory-subject’’
ily, 1961). There are three basic assumptions: constructive alternativism,
an-the-scientist”’ and doublé entity choice. First, there are alternative
4ys of seeing reality; second, individuals derive hypotheses (expectations)

lly, 1961). A construct discriminates between entities and is used to
Cate a person’s stance. A construct system can be the basis on which
crson develops his or her personality, attitudes, habits, concepts or
0sophy. Personal constructs are the baseline for differentiating between
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objects. events, people: personal constructs give meaning to such elements.

Personal construct theory is presented as a fundamental postulate, eleven
corollaries and a set of definitions dealing with the formal aspects of
constructs and how constructs may be classified to aid in analysis and
interpretation of rep grid data. While these aspects are well presented and
discussed (see Kelly 1955, Fransella and Bannister, 197 1) a summary is useful
here.

The fundamental postulate states that ‘‘a person’s processes are
psvchologically channellised by the ways in which he anticipates events”
(Kelly, 1955, Ch.2). People construe events (construction corollary)
differently (individuality corollary). This system contains dichotomous
constructs (dichotomy corollary) and provides alternatives (choice corollary)
within a finite range (range corollary). The system can be varied by
experience {(experience corollary) and limited in variation by type of
construct used (modulation corollary). A person can have different construct
systems {fragmentation corollary) but persons can hold common
constructions of experience (commonality corollary) and social interaction
(sociality corollary).

As the personal construct gives meaning - the baseline for differentiating
between elements - formal aspects of these personal constructs are given.

A construct has a range of convenience (elements to which it is usefully
applied) and a focus of convenience (elements on which the construct was
originally formed and elements for which the construct is maximally useful).
Elements are objects, people and events abstracted by the use of a construct
and 'providc a context in which discrimination by means of constructs is
done. As constructs are dichotomous they have two poles, related through
contrast. Each construct has a likeness end (about which similar elements
are gathered) and a contrast end (the opposite pole). Poles can be emergent
(embracing most of the immediately perceived content) and implicit (again
a contrast to the emergent pole and frequently lacking a symbol or name).
A construct symbol is an element in context representing itself and the
construct by which the user abstracts that construct. Constructs are
permeible when they admit new elements to their context, impermeable
if they do not.

Constructs are then classified according to the nature of their control over
clements. Constructs can be preemptive (elements are exclusive to its realm),
constellatory (fixing other realm membership for elements) or propositional
(carrying no implications of other realm membership). This last is an

uncontaminated construction.

As the origi
; t())rlgm::ll use of Personal Construct Theory was in clinical psychology
number of general diagnostic terms are described ' ®

Constr 1
ucts can by preverbal (used with no consistent word symbol) or

vailable for application). An element can be

which assign elements to 4 category

. on an all-or-none basis
abstractive, Finally there can be cor e X

unvaryi icti
: rying .pI“(?dlCtIOHS) and loose constructs (providing varyin
while retaining construct identity).

’incidenral change), guilr (dislodgem
Anxiety is aw
fange of conv
tield while b

). sl ent of self from core role structure).
‘ §s of events confronting 2 person as being outside the
eni ] i i
e}nce. Aggressiveness is active eleaboration of the perceptual
ostilitv i L , .
1ty is continuing to find evidence in favour of 2 social

o e Sequence circumspection, pre-emption
3 4 person makes a choice in g particular situation. The

creativity i
; t}.cyc‘le is the process of loosened construction becoming tightened
4nd terminating in a validation construction ’ )

| . . ]
ong with this theory Kelly developed the repertory grid procedures as

sense of a person’s world of meaning, that, how
part of reality. The repertory grid is a matrix, each

¢ell of whi i
( which represents how g particular element is discriminated by g
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particular constru‘ct: “‘a general mathematical operation for relating events
and behaviours” (Kelly, 1961, p. 113) using personal constructs as the basic
units. The repertory grid is a form of structured interview formalising the
interactions of interviewer and interviewee and assigning mathematical
values to the relationships between a person’s construct in the context of
4 certain situation containing the elements. The repertory grid, and the
procedure of self-characterisation (Kelly, 1955, p. 323 - 326) are methods
of self-exploration, ways an individual understands oneself. Kelly has
commented that the primary purpose of psychological measurement is to
survey the pathways along which an individual is free to move (Kelly, 1955,
p-203).

One basic technique for deriving constructs asks subjects presented with
groups of the three elements (role titles, people, beliefs, book titles etc.),
to specify some important way in which two of them are alike (construct
pole) and thereby different from the third (contrast pole). Alternatively,
a set of construct might be taken from the research literature or some other
justifiable source, and these provided to subjects who rate or rank a set

of elements on each.

The resultant grid represents a sample of a person’s construct system. The
person can use it to anticipate events, determine behaviour or ask questions.
It enable the person to examine relationships. The elements construed by
the constructs must fall within the constructs’ range of convenience, that
is the application of constructs to the elements is useful to the person. Grids
should be examined in the light of the formal content of personal construct
theory described above. The means of obtaining the grid is based on this
theory, in particular on the fundamental postulate and the construction,
dichotomy, choice and range corollaries. The grid obtained is only as good
as the use made of these corollaries in collecting it. The examination of
grids seeks to find meaning in terms of these and other corollaries, and the
formal descriptions of constructs and construct relations given above.

Analyses of the grid data can be conducted manually or using specially
developed statistical packages. Both types of procedures are usefully
summarised in Fransella and Bannister (1977). Pope and Keen list five major
considerations when using the repertory grid (Pope and Keen, 1981, Ch.
4). First, there is the need to determine the range of convenience, how the
rep grid is to be used: for reflection or to extract ““deep structures’. Second,
decisions need to be made about constructs and elements; elicited from or
provided to the person. Third, there is the matter of scaling: to grade or
to rank. Fourth there is the need to decide, if the eliciting process is chosen,
as to how to elicit, using the original method of Kelly or other methods
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4 computer package.

€ computer programmes.
he data, by hand or using

In th i
Warreen’wlogéz)do;i nwtlrtlkcl)urgn;t:::;atics su;dent teachers (McQualter and
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Some constructs are superordinate, others subordinate, in their relationship
to each other. Constructs can fall into three categories: pre-emptive,
constellatory and propositional. These categories can be seen as ‘‘nothing
but”’ . (pre-emptive), “‘is also” (constellatory) and ‘‘as if it were”
(propositional). Examing grids requires asking four questions: (1) What does
this mean? (2) How is it used? (3) Why is it seem this way? (4) Does this
perception need to change?

The literature on Personal Construct Theory and its applications contain
many detailed discussions of measures derived from analyses of rep grids
(see Fransella and Bannister, 1977; Rathod, 1981; Adams-Webber, 1979,
1981; Bell, 1983; Pope and Keen, 1981; Slater, 1977). These are concerned
with determining cognitive differentiation and integration of a construct
system. For example, cognitive simplicity and opposites at ends of a
continuum. Simplicity is seen as constrictive and pre-emptive, that is
minimising apparent contradiction and limiting the number of constructs
being applied to an element. The opposite of constriction is dilation, the
opposite of pre-emption is circumspection. The first considers a new array
of elements so as to reorganise the construct system at a more
comprehensive level, the second occurs when additional constructs are
employed. The person’s construct system is then said to be cognitively
complex. By looking at the results of a Principal Component Analysis of
a rep grid the amount of total variance accounted for by (a) the largest
component, and (b) the three largest components, illustrates cognitive
sirnplicity’ (large amounts) or cognitive complexity. If the components are
used as axes, a spatial model (life space map) can be prepared of a person’s
construct system by using the loadings of each construct and element on
a pair of components as co-ordinates to plot that element or construction
in the space defined by the axes. Each element is retained as a point but
each construct is shown as a vector, obtained by joining the origin to the
construct point and then continuing the line to the space boundary. This
becomes the emergent pole of the construct. Relations between constructs,
between constructs and elements, and the nature of the components can
be taken in quickly. A second model, using components one and three as
axes, would provide another cross-section of the person’s life space and
show certain relations in three dimensions.

Integration of Self with Others is the perception a person has of being similar
to others. One measure used to show this is the mean of the computed
distances of the element ‘‘self’’ from all the other elements, excluding the
element ““ideal’’. The distances can be obtained from the ‘“‘map’’ or from
the table of distances between elements provided by INGRID 72. Self-Esteem
is usually shown by the distance between elements “‘self’’ and ‘‘ideal”” on
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the lar.gest component. These are some interpretations of the INGRID 72
anal)fsm, the most important being that the analysis of the rep grid data
provides the means for preparing the life space mdp: an individual’s real
of meaning. Such spatial models have been en ore
meaningful that cluster anal
(Rathod, 1980; Bell, 1983).

. dorsed as being more
ysis of the correlations between constructs

. This latter technique, called focussing, studies the organisation of a person’s
Fonstruct system by identifying clusters of “significant” construct
intercorrelations. The construct System is classified as being monolithic or
segmented (Ashworth et. al., 1982) depending on the size and number of
construct clusters. Monolithic is related to cognitive simplicity Monolith(i)c
sy.stems usually contain one primary cluster and two secondéry clusters
Primary clusters contain six or more constructs all related, seconda cluster'
contain constructs relating to some but not all of those in t’he primary cluste S
Segmented structures contain four or more clusters each containin r};o m .
that four interrelated constructs. An implication string is a table ofgconstror(:
.relatlons prepared by listing each construct and the construct with vvh;J Ch
it has the largest positive or negative correlation. This enables the interpreti:r
to locate possible sources of construct clusters. Of interest here are those
constructs which have a correlation of zero. These are seen as independent
of each other and advance understanding of spatial models, as CoIrjlstruct
which are orthogonal indicate the nature of the major’ componentss
the.mselves independent. The analysis of a mathematics student teacher’7
beliefs about mathematics teaching (McQualter and Warren 1984) lists s ;
construct implication strings. From these were prepared) by irty
by thirty matrices of construct intercorrelations showing C’onst
where the correlation magnitude was larger that 0.5. The in
of these is still being explored. The main problem faéing tho
various means used to analyse the rep grid is that much of the i

and many of the measures derive from re
psychologists.

hand, thirty
ruct clusters
terpretation
se using the
nterpretation
P grid analysis done by clinical

Conclusion

Rep grid preparation and analysis, developed from the theory of Personal
Constructs, shows promise as a methodology for the study of teaching and
teachers, in particular as a means of investigating the nature development
and application of Teacher Professional Knowledge. Wl’ﬁle there are
Problems in its application, some of which have been alluded to above and
in the earlier paper Teacher Knowledge: Unstopping the Dam many of these
problems could be overcome as more work is done in ,applying it in
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educational research. The building up of a body of literature on PCT research
on educational problems is important here.

There are several surveys of work being done (see for example Pope and
Keen, 1981; Rix, 1983). Studies of teacher change have been conducted
since 1976 (Adams-Wibber and Mirc, 1976; Henry, 1981; Diamond, 1982,
1983, 1985; McQualter and Warren, 1984; McQualter, 1985). Work on self-
organised (adult) learning, which seems to be particularly relevant to teacher
education, is being done (see Thomas and Harri-Augstein, 1977, 1982;
Thomas, 1985). Another area of interest to teachers, evaluation of
curriculum materials, has also been suggested as being able to benefit from
the use of rep grids (Steadman, 1976). The concept of the teacher/researcher,
as proposed by Stenhouse (1977, Ch.10) and Pring (1978), could be explored
using rep grids, especially if allied to that of Action Research (Grundy and
Kemmis, 1981) and case studies of curriculum (Stenhouse, 1978).

The development of the use of PCT procedures as a research methodology
to examine educational problems is part of the paradigm shift noted by
Cavanagh (1983). As Pope and Keen have it:

“‘Repertory grid techniques are proposed as an alternative
methodology which allow both research/teacher and
participant/learner a means of monitoring and reflecting on
idiosyncratic frames of reference which the learner evolved’.
(Pope and Keen, 1981, p.2).

Research is concerned with explanation but as Magoon (1977) once pointed
out,
"~ “‘Predictions about precise individual behaviour are one facet
of explanation, but pattern explanations are equally legitimate
and useful and may be a better scientific goal approximation
for many purposes’’. (Magoon, 1977, p.688)

What better way is there to study the idiosyncratic frame of reference so
as to obtain pattern explanations of the world of teaching than using the
already tried and tested rep grid technique?

References

Adams-Webber, J. & Mirc, E. (19706), Assessing the Developments of Student Teachers Role
Conceptions. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 45, 338-340.

Ashworth, C.M., Blackburn, I.M. and McPherson, F.M. (1982), The Performance of Depressed
and Manic Patients on Same Repertory Grid Measures: A Cross-sectional Study. British
Journal of Medical Psychology, 55, pp. 247-255.

Cavanagh, D. (1983), Teacher Development: Curriculum Problems and Paradigm Possibilities.
The Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 8(2).

Diamond, T.P. (1982), Teachers Can Change: A Kellyian Interpretation. Journal of Education
for Teaching, 8(2), May.

+ C.T.P. (1983), Becoming a Teacher:

cttng v . Ppproaihes in Personal Construct Theory. Ac‘adcgic Press
. T. » Personal Construct Theory as a Basi
sis f¢ - inisti
. IlDevelopmﬁnt. Australian Journal of Teacher Eﬂcaaggr? I?SC(';‘;l‘mmlsnc Hodelof Teacher
nsella, F. and Bannister. D (19 iri) o
» . D. 71), Inquiring Man, p i
Fransella, F. and Bannister, D. (1977), A : oo
London. .

nister, D. (ED.),

Manual for Repertory Grid Technigue. Academic Press:

Henty, R.M (1981), Pupi i
- R.M - Pupil Perceptions and Pupj] Evaluati i
Rehgxops and Comprehensive Schoolspin :’}TCU;UOHS I?Y oo . By ichers in

Educationai Psychology, 51 ‘
Kelly 3 ) '
KZH)',C(}}. (1955), The Psychology of Personai Constructs (2 vols )

Yo G. (1961), A Mathematica] Approach to Psycholo V. Repri ;
Psychology and Personality: : oF Gearge o
1969. ’
McQualter, J. and Warren, W.
Teacher Education.

McQualter, j.w, (1985),

- W.W. Norton.

in Maher, B.A. (Ed. ini
Selected Papers of George Kelly. John Wilev(: Ng;’VCIXI'IngI?I
G. (1984), The Person

al Const i i
Australian, o persor fuctions of Teaching and

Math i
Teacher Educarion, 9(2). cmates

/

r T f 7
Magoon, AJ. (1977), Constructivist Ap @, e

Research, 47(4), PP.651-693.
Pope, M.L. and Keen, T. (1981)

Pring: R. ( 19‘78), Teacher as Researcher. Ch

. Curriculum Studjes. Routledge ;nd ‘Kegan Paul
Rix; EA, (1983), Towards a Reflective .
cational Applications of PCP,

22
22in Lawton, D. et al. The Theory and Practice of

Congress on PCP, Boston U.S.A.

‘ -(Ed.), Curriculum Evaluation
Stenhouse, (1977), An Introd
Educational,

\Stcnhm;:sg, L .(1978),'C‘ase Study and Case Records: To
ucation. British Educational Research jour'nal 4(2)

gstein, S. (1977), i
Exhange of Meaning. Ch. 5 ié H  oin
Thomas, L. and Harri-Augstein, s. (1982

. 2), The Devel 3 ;
o Behapmn S Erpenen Compes opment of Self Organised Learners: Reflecting

” er Soft :
. 'Learnmg, Brunel University, Uxbridge, Misslistezaréchemrc for the Sy of Human
homids, L. (1.985)‘ Nothing More Theoretical Pra
Learning, Ch. 13 in Bannister, D, (Ed
Warren, WG (1\975). Personal Construct ps
Examination of Alignments, Ch, 14 j

Than Good Practice:
.). op.cit.

vchology and Contem
1t Bannister, ¢, (Ed.).

Teaching for Self Organised

porary Philosophy: An
op.cit, ’




	1985
	Teacher Knowledge Part 2: Personal Construct Theory as the Basis of a Methodology to Study Teaching
	Recommended Citation

	Teacher Knowledge Part 2: Personal Construct Theory as the Basis of a Methodology to Study Teaching

