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Abstract 
This conceptual paper briefly summarizes some of the important developments in the research on 
teaching conceptions and outline some key questions for moving forward with improving teaching and 
learning in higher education. It argues that the confusion and controversies found in social science 
research may be resolved using an integral approach [1] and uses principles outlined in Ken Wilber’s 
integral methodological pluralism (IMP) to attempt a multi-perspectival framework for research into 
teaching conceptions. Hedlund-de Witt [2] stated that IMP “offers a (broadly) scientific framework that 
goes beyond the unprincipled eclecticism that plagues many other integrative and multi-methodological 
approaches” [p.10]. Although not representing a fully comprehensive view of integral methodological 
pluralism, three major research perspectives are looked at to determine how they can give rise to 
complementary aspects of teaching beliefs and actions. A hypothetical case study is used to illustrate 
how these different perspectives could be applied. Analytically, we see the world as having four 
ontologically differentiated dimensions, demarked conceptually by quadrants which distinguish the 
internal-external aspects of reality on one side, and its individual-collective aspects on the other. Thus, 
there are subjective/intentional (1st person), objective/behavioral (3rd person), intersubjective/cultural 
(2nd person) and inter-objective/social (3rd person “plural”) aspects of reality. The study applied a 
variety of perspectives to an inquiry into teaching conceptions. From a 3rd person perspective, an 
objective measure of teaching conceptions and teaching practices could arise from administering a 
recognized teaching conceptions survey and observing lessons. Follow-up interviews could take a 1st 
person perspective to unearth the meanings individual instructors associated with their observed lesson, 
the survey, and their experience in the institution as a whole. A 2nd person, participatory perspective 
could engage participants in a project to effect positive change in their context. Subsequently, observing 
whether changes occurred by reusing initial 3rd person objective measures may reveal changes and 
inspire further research. For a more integral approach, investigation into the lower-right quadrant 
(objectively knowable systems) could provide additional context. This could mainly be done through 
documentary analysis of rules, policies, procedures and examination of other artifacts (e.g. educational 
technologies) relevant to teaching conceptions and practices within the case of interest. The observation 
policy co-developed in the participatory action research phase of this case study could contribute to 
such data. The research approach presented in this paper has implications for researchers from a wide 
variety of fields interested in interdisciplinary and integrative methodologies. 
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1 INTRODUCTION TO TEACHING CONCEPTIONS 
Despite a fairly good understanding of teaching practices which engage students in deeper forms of 
learning, progress on improving pedagogical practices and learning in higher education has traditionally 
been slow [3]. Scholars interested in this area have focused on addressing the root conceptions of 
teaching and learning held by university instructors [4]–[9], although some have cast doubt on the utility 
of the teaching conceptions models they developed in the 90s and early 2000s [10], [11]. Tight [12] 
pointed out that further qualitative research on changing teacher- and student-held conceptions of 
teaching and learning was necessary. Since then, a number of studies have attempted to investigate 
contextual or institutional factors influencing teaching conceptions, using both qualitative [3], [13] and 
quantitative [14] methods of data collection and analysis.  

Kane, Sandretto, and Heath's [15] systematic analysis of the literature exposed the risk of making claims 
about teaching practices based solely on teaching conceptions. Later, Devlin [10] and Schwieler and 
Ekecrantz [16] identified that most studies on teaching conceptions had dealt with ‘descriptive beliefs’ 
about teaching, and despite assumptions made on the influence of these beliefs on teaching practice, 
empirical studies on actual teaching practices and the potential causal effects of teaching conceptions 
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on practice were rare. Teachers may have difficulties enacting their ‘ideal’ conceptions of teaching, 
which Samuelowicz and Bain recognized in 1992 as “one of the mysteries of higher education” [9, p. 
110]. More recently, Barnett and Guzmán-Valenzuela [17] employed Argyris and Schön’s concepts of 
‘espoused theory’ and ‘theory-in-action’ to make the distinction between teachers’ pedagogical beliefs, 
hopes and desires, and their actual practices in situ.  

Thus, key unresolved questions in this area surround the usefulness or validity of established teaching 
conceptions frameworks put forward by authors such as Kember [6], Prosser and Trigwell [8], and 
Samuelowicz and Bain [18]; factors influencing teaching conceptions; the links or disconnects between 
teaching conceptions and actual practices; and how to steer all of this in desirable directions. 

2 OPPOSITION AND CONFUSION IN THE SOCIAL SCIENCES 
Negotiating the terminology used to classify research paradigms in the social sciences can be a 
challenging task given the inconsistencies found in the literature [12], [19]–[22]. For instance, when 
Kember [6] mentions in his methodological overview of studies on teaching conceptions that the 
“research all appears to have been conducted under an open naturalistic framework” [p. 258], what is 
meant by naturalistic? Moses and Knutsen [23] describe naturalism as a methodology associated with 
positivism, empiricism and behaviorism, whereas Cohen, Manion, and Morrison [24] locate naturalistic 
approaches as anti-positivist, opposing positivist/post-positivist views of the social world.  

Confusion aside, the polarizing debates in the social sciences may make researchers feel they need to 
choose sides among competing paradigms [21], [25]. The starkest ontological and epistemological 
divide contrasts what can be categorized as objectivist vs. subjectivist perspectives, or naturalist vs. 
constructivist [23], positivist vs. interpretivist [19], realist vs. idealist [26], and quantitative vs. qualitative 
[27] perspectives (although this last distinction has proven less useful given the flexible uses of both 
qualitative and quantitative approaches in contrasting paradigms [28], [29]). The main assumptions in 
the former objectivist camps are that the world is made of real patterns that can be observed and known 
empirically, whereas the latter subjectivist camps question whether these patterns exist apart from the 
mind(s) who created them and whether any real truth about them can be known. Given this “battle over 
reality” [23, p. 2], social science and educational researchers are often asked to clarify their own 
ontological and epistemological positions in order to choose methodologies congruent with these beliefs 
or perspectives [19].   

Guba and Lincoln [30] made the rather drab prediction that resolving the paradigmatic controversies in 
the social sciences “appears highly unlikely and would probably even be less than useful” [p. 281] in a 
postmodern poststructuralist world where the language we use (signifiers) is contextual and can never 
really hold meaning (signified) outside of context, and thus the impossibility of any single truth rendering 
uniting paradigms futile – a notably very subjectivist position. Fortunately, taking a broader view may 
help solve some the paradigmatic disputes Guba and Lincoln have surrendered to. 

3 ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 
Integral Theory, the brainchild of contemporary American philosopher Ken Wilber [1], [25], [31], provides 
a useful framework for addressing the issues arising in social science research. To start, it’s useful to 
see the world as having four ontologically differentiated dimensions, demarked conceptually by 
quadrants which distinguish the internal-external aspects of reality on one side, and its individual-
collective aspects on the other (Table 1). Thus, there are subjective/intentional (1st person), 
objective/behavioral (3rd person), intersubjective/cultural (2nd person) and inter-objective/social (3rd 
person “plural”) aspects of reality.   
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Table 1: Ken Wilber’s four quadrant model, illustrating the ontological dimension of reality  
and the perspectives/methodologies which disclose each dimension. 

 Internal External 

Individual 

1st person perspective (I) 
Subjective / intentional 
Example methodology: 
Phenomenology, 
Introspection 

3rd person perspective (it) 
Objective / behavioral 
Example methodology: 
Empiricism, 
Behaviorism 

Collective 

2nd person perspective (we) 
Intersubjective / cultural 
Example methodology: 
Hermeneutics, 
Collaborative inquiry 

3rd person perspective (its) 
Inter-objective / social 
Example methodology: 
Functionalism, 
Systems theory 

Often, Wilber will just differentiate between “The Big Three” by merging both exterior right-hand 
quadrants (i.e. surface realities which can be known objectively through empirical observation). These 
three major categories align with Fox, Green, and Martin's [32] distinctions between the individually 
constructed world, socially constructed world, and objective world – or Wilber’s upper-left, lower-left, 
and two right-hand quadrants, respectively.   

According to Wilber, “When humans take up various modes of inquiry, they disclose, highlight, bring 
forth, illumine, and express the various types of phenomena enacted by-and-from various perspectives” 
[33, p. 9]. Table 1 above shows how commonly used methodologies may epistemologically enact or 
disclose these ontological realities [1]. The main issue stemming from the debates in the social sciences 
is of quadrant absolutism, where perspectives and approaches privilege one dimension of reality as the 
source of phenomenon in all the others. For instance, positivist paradigms in the initial modernist phase 
of the social sciences privileged objectivity, whereas in postmodern thought, the tendency is to privilege 
an intersubjective perspective. The key, according to Wilber, is to recognize what aspects of reality one 
is investigating, how different questions and modes of inquiry give rise different data, and what are the 
strengths and limitations of the validity claims made with each aspect of reality (Table 2). 

Table 2: Correspondence between ontological reality, goals of inquiry, epistemology, 
 and validity criterion. Based on The Eye of the Spirit [1]. 

Reality Goals of inquiry Epistemology Validity Criterion 
Objective (Both Right-
hand quadrants) 
Physical reality 

Describe, explain, 
predict, or control 
the behavior of 
objects or beings in 
physical reality  

Objectively, 
Empirically, 
Propositionally 

Truth, empirical evidence, 
validity and reliability, 
statistical probability, 
significance 

Subjective (Upper-
Left Quadrant) 
Inner beings 

Understand 
individually 
constructed 
meanings 

Dialogically, 
Interpretively 

Truthfulness, sincerity, 
integrity 

Intersubjective 
(Lower-Left 
Quadrant) 
Meanings; shared 
cultural worldviews 

Understand shared, 
negotiated meanings 
within a collective 

Interpretively, by 
mutual 
understanding 

Justness, cultural fit (how 
appropriately or justly 
meanings and values ‘fit’ 
in with the culture that 
helps produce them) 

Relating this to the topic of teaching conceptions, Davis and Callihan [34] made reference to the frequent 
mismatch between the types of questions posed in education and the methodologies used, often 
rendering the quality of the research suspect: 
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We have applied validity criteria of one domain onto inquiry into other domains, such as when we 
interpret teachers’ beliefs by watching their behaviors. Conversely, we have predicted teacher 
behaviors based on interviews about their beliefs. [p. 512] 

However, despite these incongruences, we must recognize that inquiry in different domains are 
compatible and may disclose complementary aspects of the same phenomenon. 

Individual consciousness [Upper-Left quadrant] is inextricably intermeshed with the objective 
organism and brain (Upper-Right quadrant); with nature, social systems, and environment 
(Lower-Right quadrant); and with cultural settings, communal values, and worldviews (Lower-Left 
quadrant). [25, p. 49] 

Devlin [10] noticed a lack of clarity in the teaching conceptions research with regards to “whether 
changes in conceptions must come before changes in practices; vice versa or whether changes in both 
conceptions and practice might occur together over a period of development and beyond in no fixed 
order” [10, p. 117]. According to Wilber, all phenomenon “arise only in a matrix of perspectives” [35, p. 
82]. He often refers to phenomenon tetra-arising (arising in all four quadrants at the same time) to 
describe how quadrants are interrelated. Thus, a true “mixed method” approach to research would be 
an integral approach that takes all quadrants into account and attempts to “triangulate” – to borrow a 
term from mixed-methods approaches [36], [37] – findings from more than one aspect of reality to arrive 
at conclusions. 

In a series of excerpts available online, Wilber [33], [35], [38] further refines his model by carefully 
examining how each quadrant can be examined from an inside or outside perspective, creating eight 
native or fundamental perspectives (or zones) and identified commonly used methodologies to uncover 
reality in each zone, a framework he called integral methodological pluralism (IMP). However, this paper 
will merely attempt to tackle the 3 major perspectives delineated by the two right quadrants (the 
objective, 3rd person perspective), the upper-left quadrant (the subjective, 1st person perspective), and 
the lower-left quadrant (the intersubjective, 2nd person perspective) to illustrate how an integral 
approach (combining various perspectives) could not only lead to a greater understanding of teaching 
conceptions but potentially to transformative actions. Using VanWynsberghe and Khan's [39] 
transparadigmatic view of the case study, we could argue that these three perspectives could be 
integrated or subsumed under a single case study. Tight [12] sees the case study as “a classic approach 
to relatively small-scale research” [p. 187] that could practically describe most educational research at 
the departmental and institutional level. Thus, the three perspectives described here will be described 
complimentarily as research phases within a case of interest. 

4 HYPOTHETICAL CASE STUDY 

4.1 Case from a 3rd person, descriptive/comparative, or quasi-experimental 
perspective 

From this perspective, we make the assumption that the world really exists independently of our 
thoughts and feelings about it, and as such, reality can at least be approximated by attempting, as much 
as possible, to distance the researcher from the researched in order to look at phenomenon arising in 
these spaces objectively [23], [30]. Positivism initially meant that knowledge should be free of values or 
cultural beliefs, a position which was later found to be impossible, thus giving rise to the more moderate 
post-positivistic paradigm that recognized the limitations of the research process and the imperfectability 
of truth [32]. The focus here, however, is still to remain as objective as possible. 

Within the case of interest, a recognized inventory of teaching conceptions could initially be used to 
assess instructors and get a general sense of what is happening. For instance, Gow and Kember [5] 
used qualitative data generated from semi-structured interviews to build constructs of teaching 
conceptions, which they operationalized into a questionnaire with scales. Prosser and Trigwell [8] 
created a similar inventory based on ‘approaches’ to teaching. The point here would be to generate 
quantitative data based on recognized frameworks to describe general tendencies within the case of 
interest (using descriptive statistics). Depending on the scope of the project, inferential statistics could 
be used to see if there are any significant differences between departments (e.g. English-as-a-foreign-
language teachers vs. academic discipline teachers) and we could conjecture why differences did (or 
did not) exist. The slight irony, of course, is that despite these types of instruments generating 
quantitative data that can be analyzed objectively, the root constructs used to operationalize the 
variables were generated via constructive means. But the key here is to understand that 3rd person 
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perspectives treat interior realities “only insofar as they can be objectified and known by description, not 
acquaintance” [33, p. 22]. 

This perspective could also allow us to start bridging the gap between teaching conceptions (upper-left 
phenomenon) and actual teaching practices (upper-right behavior). Classroom observations of teaching 
could be conducted using an observation framework devised to identify evidence of the characteristics 
used to delimit varying conceptions of teaching manifested in actual teaching practices (e.g. imparting 
information, facilitating understanding, etc.). This could generate both quantitative and qualitative data, 
depending on how the framework was established. In the same way that a survey can be used with 
predetermined categories based on the operationalization of variables of interest, a teacher observation 
checklist or rating scheme could be constructed. Alternatively, or complementarily, qualitative comments 
could be made based on observations unfiltered by any pre-given categories. To apply a positivist 
perspective to qualitative data, the observation scheme would need to stress objectivity for reliability of 
data [22].  

Through an action research project (see below) one could even integrate a quasi-experimental design 
and do a “one group, pre-test/post-test” study [19] using the ‘action research phase’ as the treatment 
(or independent variable), and the operationalized measures of teaching conceptions from surveys and 
teaching observations as dependent variables. This could unearth any significant change in teaching 
conceptions and/or practices within the case of interest over the course of the study. 

4.2 Case from a 1st person, phenomenological perspective 
In general terms, the focus of phenomenology is on consciousness and how individuals perceive the 
world [22]. In other words, this methodology attempts to uncover the first person, subjective experiences 
of individuals. This will often involve entering into a dialogue with informants, usually by way of 
interviews, and interpreting the internal meanings and essences they associate with phenomenon. 
Research of individually constructed realities is prone to bias because the researcher’s own 
interpretations will shape or construct the phenomenological experiences of his/her ‘subjects’ or 
informants, thus the importance for researchers as human instruments to critically reflect on how they 
construct their own reality – a process known as reflexivity [30], [32]. Mezirow termed this liberating 
oneself from ‘meaning perspectives’ and ‘meaning schemes’ (as cited in Fox et al. [32, p. 34]), and 
phenomenologists use the term ‘bracketing’ for this process of putting their own personal beliefs, biases 
and assumptions aside. According to Merriam and Tisdell [20], this aspect of phenomenology has had 
a great influence on qualitative research in general. 

Unsurprisingly, much of the initial canon in teaching conceptions came from some variation of 
phenomenology. After all, teaching conceptions are inherently internal, subjective realities (located in 
the upper-right quadrant in Wilber’s model). Thus far, the research has unearthed fairly stable 
categories, structures or patterns inherent in teacher beliefs about teaching with enough 
correspondence between studies to give them a reasonable level of validity. More complex and more 
closely tied to gaps in the research, however, are the factors which influence these conceptions and 
reasons for differences between teaching conceptions and teaching practices. Within the case of 
interest, semi-structured interviews could be conducted with instructors immediately after a teaching 
observation to attempt to unearth how they perceived their lesson and the conceptions of teaching at 
play during different instances in the lesson. Additionally, lines of questioning could probe into their 
experiences filling out the teaching conceptions inventories survey, how they interpreted the descriptors 
and scales used, and why they felt they leaned towards certain categories more than others. Finally, 
uncovering informants’ thoughts about working in their department or institution and how this supports 
their teaching practice could lay the groundwork for the next phase of the study. Of course, following 
techniques to bracket or put aside any preconceived meaning schemes would be important 
considerations in this phase of the case study. 

4.3 Case from a 2nd person, participatory perspective (action research, 
appreciative inquiry) 

Participatory action research attempts to move beyond simple understanding of phenomenon and 
engage participants in the process of effecting positive social change by melting the distinction between 
researchers and practitioners, and hence creating a collaborative space for problem-solving [20], [32]. 
This type of collaborative inquiry constitutes a 2nd-person perspective as participants attempt to come 
to a shared understanding of the research problem and are viewed as co-constructors of the research 
project [32]. Creating a shared horizon of meaning, value or understanding refers to what Wilber calls 
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being “inside the hermeneutic circle of a cultural we” [35, p. 86]; in other words, attempting to look at the 
lower-left quadrant from an insider (you and me) perspective. Ontologically, reality is seen principally as 
a social construction, a collection of shared meanings in constant influence by contextual qualities. 
Epistemologically, knowledge “arises from the relationship between members of some stakeholder 
community [and agreements] about truth may be the subject of community negotiations regarding what 
will be accepted as truth” [30, p. 271]. Specific forms of action research, like the appreciative inquiry (AI) 
framework [40], recognize that the social creation of knowledge and the destiny of any human system 
are intricately interwoven, and that the inquiry itself drives change. As such, appreciative means 
(positively-oriented questions) are used to effect positive change through constructive dialogue.  

The main issue coming from this perspective is whether the cultural circle will earnestly allow the 
principal researcher – who may initially be an insider or outsider to the community [20] – to enter the 
we-space; in other words, to be truly accepted as an insider. This is where power-dynamics are an 
important consideration for insider research, particularly for participatory action research [32]. A superior 
in the organizational hierarchy might be seen as an oppressor by the participants, and thus not genuinely 
allow him/her to enter their space (perhaps by not disclosing true opinions or acting in non-genuine ways 
in the process).      

For the case of interest, a participatory action research study may be initiated by getting instructors to 
voluntarily participate in a project to analyze and improve a lesson observation form (like the one used 
for conducting teacher observations in the descriptive phase of this case study) and develop a peer 
observation policy within the department/institution. The researcher might invite the group to nominate 
a team leader if his/her own position within the organization was likely to compromise an open and 
equitable dialogue amongst participants. As a first step, problems with the form could be identified 
through participants making notes on the form itself or writing a short reflection about it. To borrow 
principles from AI, participants could also be asked to stress what they like about the observation 
framework. In true participatory fashion, the team would then decide on how to analyze the data 
generated (with the helpful input of the principal researcher). Of particular interest here would be an 
analysis of the language used by participants to make shared meanings. An obvious example would be 
to see how teachers refer to themselves: lecturers, instructors, teachers, facilitators… and see how 
these terms are used in context. An initial observation policy could be drafted by the principal researcher 
and peer-reviewed by participants before implementation during one academic term. The group could 
journal during the term and subsequently evaluate their experiences, identify new problems (or positive 
improvements) and collaboratively decide on next steps.    

5 CONCLUSIONS 
The fictive case study described in this paper applied a variety of perspective to an inquiry into teaching 
conceptions. From a 3rd person perspective, an objective measure of teaching conceptions and 
teaching practices could arise from administering a recognized teaching conceptions survey and 
observing lessons. Follow-up interviews could take a 1st person perspective to unearth the meanings 
individual instructors associated with their observed lesson, the survey, and their experience in the 
institution as a whole. A 2nd person, participatory perspective could engage participants in a project to 
effect positive change in their context. Subsequently, observing whether changes occurred by reusing 
initial 3rd person objective measures may reveal changes and inspire further research. For a more 
integral approach, investigation into the lower-right quadrant (objectively knowable systems) could 
provide additional context. This could mainly be done through documentary analysis of rules, policies, 
procedures and examination of other artifacts (e.g. educational technologies) relevant to teaching 
conceptions and practices within the case of interest. The observation policy co-developed in the 
participatory action research phase of this case study could contribute to such data. 

The most interesting finding, however, would be whether any material change in teaching conceptions 
and practices occurred over the course of the study. Perhaps one would find that effecting desired 
changes in teaching and learning is better achieved at the grassroots level rather than through top-down 
institutional initiatives. 
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