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9. RESEARCHER AS PARTICIPANT 

 

9.1 Introduction 

 

During the years of researching and writing this thesis I constantly struggled to locate 

and indeed integrate myself into this study. When I discovered feminist emancipatory 

research (FER) I realised that the question was not whether to locate myself but how. 

In this thesis I act as a conduit through which the stories and wisdom of Kileely 

Community Project (KCP) are communicated. Through an adaptation of Reinhartz’s 

framework I offer you the reader an insight into how I came to be that conduit and co-

composer of knowledge. I have endeavoured to address the challenge to locate myself 

within this work in two ways. Firstly, I weave my voice with those of the voices of 

research participants throughout various chapters of this thesis. Secondly, in this 

chapter I take an autobiographical approach and claim and locate my own voice. 

Indeed, Lyons and Kubler LaBoskey contend that ‘storying the person contextualises 

him or her, makes that person present to us in all his or her humanity’ (2002:14). I 

now share my own story, which incorporates memoir, journey, and transformation. I 

choose to ‘write myself into’ this work in the belief that ‘the construction of any work 

always bears the mark of the person who created it’ (Kohler-Riessman, 1993:v).  

 

Fundamentally, ‘researchers are human and therefore necessarily subjective’ (Babbie, 

2007:75). According to Freeman ‘autobiography is itself a fundamental form of 

narrative inquiry’ (2007:120) and therefore sits comfortably within this work. 

 

9.2 Situating the self 

 

The struggle to locate myself within this study was resolved through an in depth 

literature review as well as in depth discussions with my supervisors. This process 

provided a sound rationale for inclusion of my voice and experiences as integral parts 

of this work. Fonow and Cook for example argue that feminist research ‘expressly 

supports self-examination and sharing’, and that ‘a recognition of the importance of 

the personal is fundamental to feminist philosophy’ (1991: 266). To paraphrase 

Palmer, the researcher working from this philosophy asks ‘who is the self that 

researches?’(1998:4). Indeed Lieblich in conversation with Clandinin and Murphy 

contends that ‘what we require of our interviewees is something that we should be 

able to look at in ourselves as well’ (Clandinin and Murphy, 2007:643). Fine and 
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Wise concur with this philosophical stance, which is inclusive of the person of the 

researcher. They believe that we have ‘responsibility to talk about our own identities, 

why we interrogate what we do, what we choose not to report on, on whom we train 

our scholarly gaze, who is protected and not protected as we do our work’ 

(1996:263).  

 

Qualitative research has an inherently personal dimension in which the researcher is 

by her/his very nature personally and relationally engaged in the research process. 

The nature of that engagement is addressed in depth in Chapter Three ’Methodology: 

Beyond tools of Inquiry’, specifically in relation to a feminist emancipatory research 

philosophy. Powdermaker sees the researcher (anthropologist) as ‘a human 

instrument’, involved it the process of studying other human beings and societies 

(1966:19). According to Josselson ‘the researcher’s self, with its fantasies, biases, and 

horizons of understanding, is the primary tool of inquiry. Therefore self knowledge 

and self-reflection become necessary to the project to tease out what aspects of what 

is “observed” derive from the researcher’ (2007:545). Clandinin advocates the 

‘bracketing in’ of the self (Clandinin, 2007). The ‘bracketing in of self’ once viewed 

as ‘a contaminant’ (Fine, et al; 2000:108), enables the reader to gain an insight into 

the researcher both as an individual and in relationship to participants. This is critical 

to understanding qualitative research since according to Clandinin relationship is key 

within the research process (Clandinin:2007). Indeed, according to Pink ‘subjectivity 

should be engaged with as a central aspect of ethnographic knowledge, interpretation, 

and representation’ (2007:23). 

 

The ‘bracketing in’ of the researcher has implications within the broader 

epistemological debate concerning the generation and validation of knowledge. 

According to Aull Davies researcher reflective practice, once seen as ‘an undesirable 

effect to be minimised’, is now welcomed ‘as an opportunity to liberate the field from 

a positivist commitment to value free scientism’ (1999:178). Furthermore, the 

feminist and post modernists ‘emphasised the socially situated nature of knowledge 

and hence the importance of specifying the knower’ (ibid:178). Stanley rejects the 

‘myth of the detached scientific observer/researcher’, and conceptualises the 

researcher as ‘an experiencing and comprehending subject at the heart of intellectual 

and research life’ (1996:47). Finally, Richardson forewarns the self-reflective 



355 

researcher of the ‘complex political/ideological agendas hidden in our writing’ 

(2000:254).  

 

The incorporation of an autoethnographic approach is useful on a number of levels 

Firstly, since ‘ethnographic knowledge is in part a product of the social situation of 

ethnographers’ (Aull Davies, 1999:179), situating the researcher in relation to the text 

is simply common sense. Secondly, creating a biography, facilitates the researcher to 

situate herself in a reflexive framework, and offers added value. According to Aull 

Davies ‘another use of autobiography in ethnography is the consideration of the 

effects upon the ethnographer of the experiences of fieldwork, using others to learn 

more about and reflect upon oneself’ (ibid: 179). While this is not primarily an 

autobiographical text, the autobiographical element is designed to add to its 

authenticity. According to Quinn Patton, ‘autoethnogrpahy increases the importance 

of voice and raises the stakes, because an authentic voice enhances the authenticity of 

the work, while an inauthentic voice undermines it (2002:88). Wincup highlights the 

importance of recognising the emotional dimension and sees ‘feelings as a source of 

strength, not weakness, which allows [her] to develop a truly reflexive and honest 

account of the research process’ (2001:25). Furthermore she contends that ‘sensitivity 

to [her] own feelings and those of participants deepens understanding and enhances 

the creation of meaning (ibid:31). By using an autoethnographic narrative approach in 

this study I believe I enhance its authenticity and create a medium through which the 

reader might more readily identify or resonate with this work. 

 

A number of other researchers, including Peshkin, problematised research 

subjectivity. In his 1988 paper, ‘In search of subjectivity – One’s own’, Peshkin 

urged researchers to ‘systematically seek out their subjectivity, not retrospectively 

when the data have been collected and the analysis is complete, but while their 

research is actively in progress’ (1988: 17). In his search to excavate his own 

subjectivity on a specific research project he discovered multiple I’s, which he calls ‘a 

subset’, specific to the conditions of that research. While he believes we ‘bring all of 

ourselves-our full complement of subjective I’s- to each new research site, a site and 

its particular conditions will elicit only a subset of your I’s’ (ibid:18). On-going 

reflection and analysis permits the researcher to engage with the research process in 

an informed way, thus enabling the researcher to ‘to avoid the trap of perceiving just 

that which my own untamed sentiments have sought out and served up as data’ 
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(ibid:20) and to emerge having learned more about themselves as people who ‘do’ 

research.  

 

Reinharz, adopts a somewhat different approach to Peshkin. She conceptualises the 

researcher self, in terms of the brought self and the created self. She contends that the 

‘brought’ and ‘created’ selves are those that are relevant to the people being studied’, 

in that ‘they shape or obstruct the relationships that the researcher can form, and 

hence the knowledge that can be obtained’ (1997:4). Thus a direct connection is made 

between the relationship the researcher establishes with her participants, and the 

nature of information which might be obtained. Later in this chapter I apply and 

extend this framework as a means by which to share my own story. 

 

The personal aspect of qualitative research is multi dimensional. It resides in the 

inter-personal relationships between researcher and participants, and in the intra-

personal domain of the researcher. Quinn Patton, for example, describes direct 

personal experience and engagement not only in terms of the relationships between 

researcher and participants, but also in terms of the researcher’s engagement ‘with her 

own experiences, both from childhood and day to day in her adult life’ (2002:47). In 

this way he also acknowledges the brought and created self. Clandinin also 

interrogates the notion of the’ brought and created self’. She posits that ‘we come to 

each new inquiry field living our stories’ (2000:63), and advocates that we become 

‘autobiographically conscious’ (2000:46) as we work through our studies. Indeed 

according to Harris and Huntington ‘all aspects of life have emotional components 

including the academic production process that involves us as researchers in actively 

seeking to understand aspects of human behavior and/or the world around us’ 

(2001:129). Oakley calls on the researcher to ‘invest his or her own personal 

identities in the relationship’ in order to achieve best results (1981:41). Indeed, 

personal investment involves attention not only to the interactive relationship and 

process of interviewing but also the reflective personal arena, what Clandinin names 

as working ‘with ourselves’ (2000:61). Attention to self therefore is not optional but 

an integral dimension to effective qualitative research.  

 

Qualitative research makes personal and professional demands on the researcher. 

Qualitative research demands we feel deeply and according to hooks ‘to feel deeply 

we cannot avoid pain’ (1997:xxiii). The challenge is not to just to feel the emotions 
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but to acknowledge, understand them and consequently work from an informed 

perspective. This is not easily done as ‘emotional labor is often ignored or devalued 

across a range of arenas, as it is seen as women’s work’ (Harris and Huntington, 

2001:131). Deegan repudiates the ‘benign unidimensional portraits’ painted by some 

qualitative researchers, and advocates reflexive practice which interrogates the 

‘multiplicity of researcher roles’ which might be encountered in fieldwork (1995: 

350). Likewise, Grumet warns against becoming ‘infected with a sociologist’s 

imagination’, whereby ‘we disclaim our own experience of our identities if we 

believe individuals experience themselves as professionals, blue-collar workers, 

bourgeoisie’ (1988:174). Fine and Deegan problematise the relationship between the 

researcher’s attributes and the research process. They contend that ‘attributes such as 

humility, empathy, maturity, energy, determination and creativity are not ends in 

themselves, but a means through which rapport can be established, data gathered, and 

theory generated’ (Fine and Deegan, 1996:445). Deegan’s call for a ‘self portrait of 

the researcher, warts and all’ (1995:350), poses a challenge to qualitative researchers, 

to extend beyond personal reflection and to make oneself known to the reader, 

echoing Grumet’s call to have ‘courage to reveal our work’ (1988:93). Our work is 

ultimately reflective of who we are. While this honesty may place the researcher in a 

‘vulnerable’ position, Clandinin repudiates the antithesis where the researcher may 

‘stay silent, or present a kind of perfect, idealised, inquiring moralising self’ 

(2000:62). 

 

Research has a profoundly personal political dimension. It holds the potential to 

engage with the creative self. Grumet identifies a self-serving aspect for the woman 

who engages in the external world of work. She believes that the woman who 

survives the demands of relationships ‘to work in the world … is often engaged in the 

project of her own belated individualism and expression’ (1988:28). This echoes 

Kent’s reflection on her experiences as researcher, in that she believed that ‘it is 

through failures as well as successes, both our own and those of others that we learn 

about being human’ (1992:23). As qualitative researchers ‘we are in the parade we 

presume to study’ (Clandinin, 2000:81). Indeed, ‘narrative practice lies at the heart of 

self-construction’ (Holstein and Gubrium, 2000:104). This work is in part an 

exploration of my humanity, echoing Grumet’s thesis of the human need for ‘creative 

expression’. 
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What are the factors that motivate a researcher to engage in a process which demands 

personal investment and reflection? Stanley identifies a number of motivational 

factors which include ‘utilitarian purposes … because it is socially and/or 

intellectually meaningful; it engages their intellectual, political and other interests; it 

challenges their existing skills or knowledge’ (1996:48). However, she also unearths 

a further dimension to feminist researchers’ motivation, in that she believes feminist 

researchers feel a ‘necessity to carry out particular research because of the topic 

and/or approach and the perceived resonance between these and the personal context 

of the researcher’ (ibid:48). The personal context of the research is integral to this 

study. Indeed, according to Byrne and Lentin, the ‘feminist researcher accounts for 

herself and her motivation in carrying out a particular piece of research by placing 

herself reflexively within her research text’ (2000:8). Banister, whose work was 

based on women’s mid-life experiences, believed it essential to ‘reflect on my (her) 

own presence in the field’ (1999:9).  

 

9.3 Locating myself within this study 

 

I answer the call to declare myself, by excavating the motivation that led me into this 

field of work, and ultimately, into this study. Through this declaration, I reject the 

‘colonizing discourse of “Other”’(Fine, 1994:70) thus creating a canvas for 

participants’ stories and mine to interweave, a process whereby ‘the two narratives of 

participant and researcher become, in part, a shared narrative construction and 

reconstruction through the inquiry’ (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990:5). Like Bar-On, 

in declaring himself in relation to his study, I am not a distanced ‘honest broker’ but 

an invested researcher (1996:10), in which I co-construct knowledge, and act as a 

conduit between the worlds of participants and reader.  

 

This thesis is the physical manifestation of seven years of reading, teaching, training, 

writing, thinking, interviewing, analysing, and reflecting. On this epic journey I 

interviewed participants and learned about the effect of KCP on their lives. I came to 

know them and they came to know me at a deeper level. ‘Self-disclosure’ (Byrne and 

Lentin, 2000:257), was an integral part of the research process. In this chapter the 

dynamic of self disclosure is extended beyond the intimacy of the interview into the 

public domain to the reader. By extending that relationship into textual form I aspire 
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to create an ‘active text’, (Stanley, 1996:48), which engages readers to ‘grapple’ with 

the issues being explored. 

 

Maximising the capacity of the reader to engage with the text is problematised by 

Reinharz and others. Reinharz contends that the reader needs to know ‘what the 

researcher’s attributes mean to the people being studied’ (1997:4). By situating my 

story, inclusive of relationships with participants, within the brought and created 

framework, I aspire to make this work accessible. Grumet speaks of the ‘courage to 

reveal our work’, (1988: 93) and the need for private space to create it and public 

space ‘to serve the fruit of her inquiry to others’ (ibid:94). Both public and private 

spaces are necessary to nurture artistic expression. This thesis is to an extent the 

public manifestation of the creative private space. 

 

Narrative inquiry is relational. It fosters a tension, which demands that the researcher 

must ‘fall in love’ with their participants, yet they must also step back and see their 

own stories in the inquiry, the stories of the participants, as well as the larger 

landscape on which they all live’ (Clandinin, 2000:81). In coming to know the 

participants’ stories I came to a deeper understanding of my own. While to some 

extent this self-knowledge emerged in the isolation of my reading and writing, it 

predominantly evolved in the dynamic arena of interaction. This interaction occurred 

in the interview context, during my analysis of interviews, and in the course of site 

visits. Miller contends that interview work ‘is the quintessential ethical project’ 

(1996:131), in that it facilitates self reflection ‘in the interplay of the self and the 

other – the dialogue of the I and Thou’ (ibid:131). He further contends that ‘dialogue 

by means of language is what unites people in relationship’ (ibid p.137), echoing 

Friere’s discourse on dialogue. Furthermore Miller contends that dialogue serves the 

participants, whose stories are listened to and understood, and who have the 

opportunity to explore ‘deeper levels of meaning’ (ibid:137). In this interplay, ‘the 

researcher is changed as well’ (ibid:138). Miller describes the research process as a 

search in which researcher and participant ‘are engaged in a process of exploration 

and inquiry … each attempting to both discover the other and rediscover the self’. His 

thesis resonates with my experience. Narrative research proved to have a personal 

transformational dimension, echoing Stafford’s thesis that ‘I do not make the story; 

the story makes me’ (Stafford, 1991:28).  
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The qualitative researcher may adopt a number of roles in the field. Gold contends 

that ‘…a field worker selects and plays a role so that he, being who he is, can best 

study those aspects of society in which he is interested’ (1958: 223). According to 

Clandinin ‘those aspects of society in which he is interested’ emerge from ‘our own 

narratives of experience and shape our narrative inquiry plotlines’ (2000: 121). This 

chapter attempts to locate me, ‘being who I am’, within this study. Gold sees the 

social researcher as ‘a social interaction device for securing information … and a set 

of behaviours in which the observer’s self is involved (1958:218). Like Reinharz, 

Deegan, Grumet and Quinn Patton, he conceptualises this role as reflexive, one in 

which the researcher ‘continually introspects raising endless questions about the 

informant, and the developing field relationship, with a view to playing the field work 

role as successfully as possible’ (Gold, 1958:218). He subdivides the role of the 

social researcher into four categories, that of complete participant, participant as 

observer, observer as participant, and complete observer. As researcher I principally 

assumed the role of ‘participant as observer’, in the formal sense during interviews, 

and in an informal sense during my continued involvement with KCP, the school and 

families in the community. In fact, my on going involvement meant that I had endless 

opportunities for triangulation of findings, and for checking back with informants, 

increasingly deepening my appreciation of the people, their community, and the 

potential of research to gather and unveil social truths. 

 

9.4 Summary 

 

In the preceding sections I acknowledged my struggle in locating myself in this work. 

I subsequently presented a well-informed rationale to answer this dilemma. Drawing 

on a diverse body of work I made the case for the qualitative researcher’s need to be 

‘autobiographically conscious’ (Clandinin, 2000:46). I have endeavoured to unravel 

the demands made on the researcher who embraces this philosophical perspective, 

and in so doing I embraced and extended Reinhartz’s ‘brought and created self’ 

framework, which informs the next section of this chapter.  

 

9.5 The brought, created, and emerging self 

 

In this section I profile myself as researcher in this study. I adopt Reinharz’s concept 

of the brought and created self, and extend it to include the emerging self.  
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9.5.1 The seed is sown: The brought self 

 

I was born at home on 5
th
 September in 1959 in a two- roomed condemned terraced 

house
1
 on High Road Thomondgate, on the north side of Limerick. My mother, Juliet, 

says one room was our bedroom, and the other was ‘everything else’. We were 

initially squatters in this leaking hovel. Eventually, the owner collected rent. My 

brother was born one month premature on my second birthday. My twin sisters were 

born two months premature two years later. My father, Kevin, worked as a labourer 

in the Cement Factory in Mungret, Co. Limerick. My mother worked full time in our 

home caring for her family and she also cared for her parents. 

 

I started primary school at 5, and I’m told I kicked the doors for the first week, and 

insisted on going home. Ironically, this was the school that was subsequently to 

become a major focus of my working life, and the site location for this thesis. 

 

I don’t remember a lot about my early years except that as children we were loved 

beyond measure, given lots of encouragement, and had a strong network of aunts, 

uncles, and grandparents who were very good to us. When I was about 6 my family 

moved to the Bull field, a new corporation estate on the south side of the Limerick 

City, now Kennedy Park. Each morning my mother loaded her kids into the pram and 

walked back to the north side, where we played in the lane where her parents lived. 

We ‘lived’
2
 on the south side for about 6 months and then got a ‘swop’

3
 to 

Ballynanty. So from when I was about 7 years old I lived in Ballynanty, a big 

corporation housing estate on the northern edge of the city, and directly adjacent to 

Kileely. I went to St. Munchin’s Girls School in Ballynanty, as did my siblings. 

Ballynanty is part of an extended sector of corporation housing on the north western 

side of the city. This sector of housing includes St. Mary’s Park, part of 

Thomondgate, Kileely and Ballynanty. In the1970s this sector was extended to 

include Moyross. 

                                                 
1
 The house I was born in was condemned as unfit for human habitation and initially my parents were 

squatters, they later paid rent. The house was in very bad condition, with an extensively leaking roof, 

no hot water, no sanitation and a cold tap outside the back door. Accommodation was at a crisis point 

in Limerick at that time and my aunts would have lived in one room rented accommodation in different 

parts of town with very poor sanitation and cooking facilities. 
2
 It is more correct to say we slept on the southside for six months as I didn’t go to school during this 

time and we ate most of our meals with our grandparents.  
3
 Limerick Corporation tenants could swap houses by mutual agreement and permission from the 

corporation. 
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Story telling was a very important part of my family culture, and it was within this 

rich narrative culture that my love of story was sown and internalised. I grew up 

listening to stories of my mother’s and father’s childhoods. My father’s family moved 

to Kileely from the tenements in the Limerick City when the estate was built in the 

1940s. Kevin’s childhood was fraught with poverty, hunger, and violence. Both his 

parents were widowed with two children each before they married each other, and 

then had four children together. Kevin grew up in abject poverty. Kevin spoke of his 

hunger as a child going to school. He told us he remembered fainting with hunger 

when another boy gave him a dig in the stomach on his way back to school at 

‘dinnertime’. His mother, Bridget, had the most wonderful sense of humour, which 

my father inherited, and our family folklore tells of my grandmother gathering her 

children around her and telling them stories to make them laugh, in the midst of 

poverty and sometimes homelessness.  

 

Neither of my parents had attended Secondary school. Kevin was a bright child, and 

the story goes that his sixth class teacher, a Christian brother, came to my 

grandmother and asked her to keep him on at school and her reply was ‘Wisha a stór 

don’t you think I would if I could, but I have mouths to feed’. 

 

My mother, Juliet, was from Thomondgate, and though her father, John, didn’t have 

constant work, Juliet and her eight siblings did not suffer the abuses my father did. 

She had a very happy childhood even though she was ill for a lot of it, and rarely 

attended Primary school. In a chance meeting, a former neighbour who had ‘done 

well’, realised my mother suffered from serious illnesses. She sponsored milk, eggs, 

and butter to be delivered to my mother’s home to nourish her. Juliet too was a bright 

child, and she taught herself to read by reading food labels. 

 

I realise now that listening to my father’s stories of his childhood gave me an insight 

into poverty that was to influence my world view. Growing up in the area I did also 

had an impact on me. I can remember some girls in my Primary school class being 

very poor, and I was aware from a young age that a number of families were only just 

surviving. I remember one girl in particular from a very large poor family. My mother 

often invited her to our home for a bowl of hot rice after school and gave her one of 

my two coats. Juliet would ensure that we didn’t think we were better than people 

who were poorer than us, even though relatively speaking we had little enough 
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ourselves, by constantly telling us ‘that we were better than no one and no one was 

better than us’. Some of the girls I went to Primary school with did not transfer to 

Secondary school, and some who went to Secondary did not complete it.  

 

My parents were acutely aware of the potential benefits education might bring. Juliet 

believed it was especially important to educate her daughters, as she believed boys 

had some possibilities of getting a trade, but a woman would need to be educated to 

be independent. I realise I grew up with a feminist mother. Kevin believed education 

was a key to quality of life, and did not want his children to labour as hard as he had. 

I remember his feet bleeding at the end of his working day from the effects of the hot 

cement dust. Passionate about our education, he kept our school reports in a tin box in 

his wardrobe. If any of his children missed school through illness he would ensure we 

caught up with lessons and kept up with the class on our return. On one occasion 

when one of his children was out of school sick for a few months, he went over to the 

school and asked how he could ensure we did not fall behind our classmates. Each 

evening when he came home from work he helped us with homework. 

 

9.5.2 The seed germinates: The brought self 

 

We did not own a phone. On the day my Intermediate Certificate results came out I 

went to the phone box in the local shop and rang my father at work. To my 

knowledge it was the only phone call ever made to him at work. The seeds which had 

been lovingly and carefully sewn had germinated, and I had managed to gain my first 

educational qualification. I stood in the wooden phone box my heart beating with 

anticipation of his response. He was so proud that I had done well. In fact, he was 

completely biased about his children, believing all of us to be extremely clever and 

talented, to the point I am sure, he must have annoyed some of our relations, 

neighbours, and friends. 

 

My father was killed in a road accident when I was 16, the summer after my 

Intermediate Certificate. On a sunny July day in 1976, when he was out cycling with 

his kids a car hit his bicycle, threw him into the air, and he came crashing down on 

his head. His skull was fractured, and three days later, he died, following brain 

surgery in St. Finbarr’s hospital in Cork. He didn’t live long enough to see any of us 

finish Secondary school or college. His sudden death had a major impact on all our 
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lives. My parents’ shared commitment to educating their children remained intact. 

While my family struggled to cope with his loss, the quest for educational attainment 

remained a priority. My mother managed to keep all four of us in Secondary school 

and we all completed Leaving Certificate examinations.  

 

As I progressed through the educational system I realised it was failing many young 

people. I was conscious that my peers were leaving school without any qualifications. 

They were leaving the school to get low paid jobs, or raise their children. This insight 

combined with my father’s childhood stories of poverty motivated me to engage 

consciously with my own learning. This was not easily done in the latter years of 

Secondary school as my father’s death took a heavy toll on my family. Our maternal 

grandparents were especially good to us. They gave us a lot of support. My 

grandmother Ann died suddenly one week before my Leaving Certificate 

examination, catapulting my family into renewed grief. Our neighbours allowed me 

to use their house to study for my Leaving Certificate during the week of the funeral. 

Juliet lost her beloved mother and husband within eleven months. 

 

I did my Leaving Certificate in 1977. Having achieved the necessary academic 

requirements, I went to Mary Immaculate College (MIC), University of Limerick, 

and graduated with an honours B Ed. degree in 1980. When I was in MIC I made 

some very good friends. We had long discussions on education, life, and future plans. 

This group of successful students contrasted sharply with my former classmates, 

many were from Limerick, but not from a community such as mine. 

 

9.5.3 True leaves: The brought self 

 

In September 1980 I began teaching in St. Lelia’s school, my first teaching job, my 

‘first leaf’, began in the very classroom where many years earlier I had kicked the 

doors on my first day at school. My first class was a Junior Infants class of 56 boys 

and girls. I taught this very large number for about six weeks until another teacher 

was appointed and then the number of children in my class was reduced. The nearby 

corporation estate of Moyross did not have a school at the time and a lot of children 

came down to Kileely to our school. St. Lelia’s became a six-teacher school in 1980 

and I was the 5
th
 teacher on staff. A new school was built in Moyross in the mid 

1980s, which naturally caused a decrease in the numbers of children coming to our 
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school. During this time I also worked as a voluntary literacy tutor with teenagers 

who had left the formal school system and were attending youth programmes. This 

experience confirmed my belief that the educational system continued to fail to meet 

the needs of the young people most in need of the potential benefits latent within it.  

 

9.5.4 In full flower: The brought self 

 

In October 1985, due to be deployed elsewhere as a consequence of falling 

enrolment, I opted instead to go on career break. In a converted cloakroom, I began 

an uncharted journey which would bring me personal growth, hope, profound 

learning, fun, frustration, worry, and a degree of professional recognition. Kileely 

Community Project (KCP) provided me with the opportunity to bring my ideologies 

to full flower. A number of factors contributed to my ability to make the decision to 

stay in the school. In the preceding years I had literally fallen in love with the school 

and with the kids. And I was moved not only in a romanticised way of enjoying 

children’s growth and development, but in a most profound way that spoke to my 

very soul. On a specific occasion I had witnessed an individual child’s pain when he 

was punished by his parents for a misdemeanour. His personal circumstances were 

fraught with difficulties. That moment has remained with me all these years and has 

served as a motivating factor for my work. I captured this critical moment in my 

poem, Child, (Appendix I). Another factor which enabled me to stay was my 

confidence in my teaching ability. I believed that my skills could contribute positively 

to children’s lives. On a personal note, I also had a young baby, and did not want to 

be deployed to work too far away from him.  

 

When I was working as a teacher in the school prior to going on career break, I had 

often worked with individual parents advising them on how they might support their 

children’s learning. I found this very rewarding and very productive. I believed that if 

parents and teachers could work with a shared focus it would reap dividends for the 

child. Based on the positive experience of working with individual parents I devised a 

programme with a parent group. The programme was designed to build parent’s skills 

in supporting their children’s learning. This programme was flexible, and responded 

to identified needs as the programme progressed. 

 



366 

This forum where adults learned how they could support their children’s learning was 

the seedbed for the development of KCP. I was right in the middle of a growth 

process, on a very steep learning curve, actively involved in dialogue about adult 

learning needs, both in terms of supporting their children, and in terms of identifying 

their own needs. I was very familiar with the scenario where the parents’ aspirations 

for their children outweighed their own personal educational attainments. These 

parents very much like my own, had left school early, and now wanted to support 

their own children’s learning. The skills, attitudes, and expertise necessary to develop 

and sustain this project were not familiar territory. I left the formal, structured, 

teacher role within the educational system and migrated into new unexplored 

territory.  

 

And so KCP was born. It grew to include morning and evening classes for adults, a 

separate strand for young lone mothers, an after school programme, a pre-school and 

a crèche. A local management committee was set up and funding was acquired to 

support the project. Chapter Six tells the story of the evolution of KCP. The evolution 

and development of KCP is intrinsically interwoven with my own life, in that phases 

of the project development reflect phases of my own development.  

 

As project director I had to learn skills which would enable the project to grow and 

develop. By trial and error I learned to fund raise, to negotiate with agencies and 

professionals working in the community, and work with statutory and voluntary 

bodies. On a day to day basis I learned how to teach adults, how to work with 

families at risk, how to work with mixed age groups and how to nurture involvement. 

There was huge personal growth and an empowering sense of satisfaction. As women 

and learners, we organised Christmas socials in an empty classroom, where we 

danced, sang, and laughed into the small hours of the morning. These events will 

always be part of the happiest memories of my life. The deep satisfaction of 

observing children relaxed and happy on our holiday trips were for me some of the 

most worthwhile moments of my life. But there were also dark moments, when I 

questioned my direction, motivation, skills and ability. There were times when I woke 

in the night, wondering whether I was making a positive difference in children’s and 

women’s lives, whether indeed I had the authority to advocate with agencies on their 

behalf (even with their permission), and whether my ability matched the need.  

 



367 

At this point I will reflect on how it was possible for me to take this unusual step. 

Firstly, as I mentioned earlier my father was killed in a road accident when I was 16. 

As my family came to understand and analyse the impact of this in our lives, we 

realised that life is very short, that you must grab opportunities and live your dreams, 

because you might not have the opportunity later on. So when I was considering 

giving up teaching to work with parents I asked my mother what she thought. She 

encouraged me strongly saying that life is short and you must follow your dreams, 

and very importantly that, as I had succeeded in getting a qualification I could always 

teach again if I wanted to. She never had any objections to any of us working at 

different jobs, or taking risks, once we had a safety net of a qualification to fall back 

on. My partner encouraged me to follow my instincts and supported me at every stage 

of my work. He was working as a youth worker at the time and we shared a belief 

that working with young people and trying to make a difference in the world was 

work worth doing. I also had a wonderful pool of friends who supported and 

encouraged me, some were teachers, others were youth workers, and social workers.  

 

The school Principal encouraged me, but said, ‘if you are going to do something for 

God’s sake do it right’. She was concerned about my career prospects. It is also true 

that becoming a mother in the summer of 1985 had a major impact on my motivation 

to contribute to the wellbeing of children. Field Belenky et al. contend that ‘often, 

parenthood initiates an epistemological revolution’ (1986:35). Becoming a mother 

filled me with the commitment that all children should have an equal opportunity to 

my child, that childhood was precious, and that while he was precious to me, in the 

greater scheme of things he was equal to all other children. My second child was born 

in 1989 in the midst of the development of the project, and her birth reinforced my 

belief that my ‘personal children’ as I called them, had equal rights to develop their 

talents and abilities with the children I worked with. Also my experiences as a child 

growing up in a disadvantaged area, attending designated disadvantaged schools, and 

an awareness of how the educational system had failed my school friends, had an 

impact on me. I was conscious that I was part of that system, with skills that could 

enable children to achieve.  

 

I also felt frustrated and disturbed. Social workers were involved with a small number 

of the families I was working with. A rapid turn over of social workers, and lack of 

continuous service to families infuriated me. I also became aware of the lack of 
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supports for families and children in our society, and came to understand issues such 

as domestic violence, poverty, and gender inequality at a very real level.  

 

As the project developed it impacted not only on my life but also on my family life. 

The ‘Three O’Clock School’ visited my home, the ‘Three O’Clock School’ kids knew 

my partner and kids, and there was a lot of interaction with my family. My two 

sisters
4
 did their childcare placements in the ‘Three O’Clock School’. The extent to 

which my family became involved in the project was mentioned by a number of the 

interviewees who had been ‘Three O’Clock School’ attendees and project 

participants. I also realised the extent of my family involvement when I was sorting 

through photographs to bring along to interviewees
5
. I had kept hundreds of 

photographs and many newspaper clippings, articles and radio and television 

recordings, which covered the developments of the project over the years. I used 

these photographs in the interviews as part of my research methodology. As I sorted 

photographs into family groups I realised my own family were very much part of the 

fabric of the project. There among the photographs of the families I had worked with 

were photographs of my children with the ‘Three O’Clock School’ children, and also 

my partner, sisters and mother at some of our social events.  

 

The development of a management committee, made up of local women along with 

myself was also a very important development at the beginning of the project. This is 

discussed in detail in Chapter Six and Chapter Eight. Members of the committee, all 

local women, sensitised me to the needs of the area, taught me to listen insightfully, 

and helped me to offer my skills and talents to the project in a way that was 

constructive. There is a strong bond between the committee members. These women 

with diverse talents and energies have together steered this project for over 20 years. 

This closeness to women in the area has taught me how to listen with my heart and 

act with my head.  

 

After working directly with the project, for 6 years, in my various roles of tutor, 

member of management committee, and fundraiser, I returned to teach as a substitute 

teacher in the school itself. By this time the school had become a one-teacher school, 

and the teacher was out on sick leave. She retired from teaching a year later. KCP 

                                                 
4
 My sisters both trained as childcare workers with Athlone Institute of Technology. 
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continued to grow and develop. This stage of development is explored in Chapter Six. 

During this stage I continued as Director of the project, continued to fundraise, to 

attend meetings and also to advocate on behalf of families. As the school grew we 

renovated the building and nurtured parental involvement all the time conscious of 

developing a holistic school based service for all learners. 

 

I became Principal of the school in1992 and continued to work as Principal of the 

school and director of KCP until 1998 when I answered an advertisement for project 

co ordinator for the Targeting Educational Disadvantage project in Mary Immaculate 

College, University of Limerick The school was doing very well, enrolment was 

increasing, KCP was stable, and the building had been successfully renovated. So 

why would I then consider leaving the project and school which I loved so much and 

in which I had invested a lot of my time and energy. I can only say that I was “ready” 

for a change. I had worked through three distinctive phases of working within the 

school, an initial stage of working as a teacher in a classroom, a second stage of 

working to set up the project, and a third phase of working as 

teacher/Principal/Director of KCP. This constituted eighteen years of my working 

life. I really was very happy, there but felt it was time to move on, but not move 

away. I was seconded to MIC for a six week period in April 1998. I then went back to 

teach in the school in June and September and October. In October I returned to Mary 

Immaculate College, to work part time as co-ordinator of the Targeting Educational 

Disadvantage Project. This was the beginning of the fourth phase of my involvement 

with the school and project. When I went to work in MIC I was off site for the first 

time in eighteen years and the challenge for me was to forge a new and effective 

working relationship with the project and school. This is discussed and explored in 

Chapter Six. While I was convinced I was making the right decision I remember 

feeling very lonely. During my final days as Principal in the school, many of the 

parents thanked me for my work with their children and for my contribution to the 

school over the years. One of the parents wrote a poem on behalf of the parents and 

children and this was presented to me on my final day in the school, (Appendix J). 

 

When I returned to MIC in October I had resigned from my position as Principal of 

the school. I chose not to be seconded to the college for a number of reasons. If I 

                                                                                                                                           
5
 I used photographs as part of my research methodology 
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were seconded I would have had to work from 9am –5pm full time. I wanted to have 

flexibility in my life and working part time for MIC would allow me to continue to 

work with the project in Kileely (on a voluntary basis). Also I love to sew and was in 

the process of completing a City and Guilds qualification in creative design and 

wanted the time to complete this. Furthermore I wanted the new Principal to have the 

freedom to develop her ideas, run the school without feeling she had to defer to me. 

The new principal was a staff member, who had worked with me when our school 

was a two-teacher school. I was conscious that I was still involved in running KCP 

located in the school and wanted to continue my involvement with the community 

and with the school if at all possible. She and I have continued to work very well 

together, and I warmly cherish her support for KCP.  

 

In conclusion, I have attempted to manifest the brought self through a declaration of 

factors in my childhood, school experiences, and working life, which created the 

starting point and influenced my motivation to carry out this study. 

 

9.6 Immersed in the field of research: The created self 

 

In 2001 I began to work on post graduate studies. I thought of doing an M.Ed but was 

encouraged to do an MA and later a PhD. The process of writing this thesis has 

enabled me to bring the strands of my work together and to gain a deeper 

understanding of myself, and the impact of KCP on the school, community and 

individuals. Initially, I had grave reservations about the authenticity of my position as 

researcher. My work and personal life have been intricately linked, avoiding what 

hooks calls a ‘disjuncture between what I do as work and how I live in intimate 

settings’ (2003: 120). I had fears that this would have a negative impact on how the 

work would be viewed by academia. Two factors quelled my fears. Firstly the 

encouragement I got from my supervisors and colleagues and secondly I discovered 

the feminist emancipatory research paradigm and within it, the permission to declare 

myself and my position as researcher and, this empowered me to take up the role of 

researcher with confidence.  

 

This process of interviewing, researching, and reflecting has been yet another journey 

in my life. Fine and Deegan’s description of qualitative researchers as explorers 

resonated with my own experiences (Fine and Deegan, 1996:437). The process has 
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taught me much about myself, about my community and about my profession. I was 

challenged to ‘mange my identity’ and to ‘problematise all statuses’ (Aull Davies, 

1999:101) as I took up the role of researcher. Deegan contends that ‘little self-

conscious reflection exists on the part that emotion plays in friendly field 

relationships’ (Deegan 1995: 349). Gilbert recognises the challenges of emotional 

engagement within the research process and argues that ‘emotionality is still 

constructed in opposition to rationality and professionalism, and the importance of 

emotions is denied’ (2001:19). In the intimate interaction of fifty interviews and six 

focus groups, I was part of an honest discourse, a shared narrative, which evoked 

emotions in participants, myself and between us. I observed my own compassion. I 

was humbled by the love, respect, and care that existed for me as a person. I was 

deeply moved on several occasions, and indeed moved to tears, by the stories of 

participants who articulated the transformational impact of KCP on their lives. They 

spoke not only of the skills they learned in the classes they attended but of quality of 

interaction, of the ethos of KCP, of how they felt I treated them, and how I treated 

others. I listened in awe to their observations of me as a teacher, worker, and woman, 

and in the process learned about myself.  

 

On one occasion, at the end of a long intensive interview I thanked my participant for 

her time. She looked deeply into my eyes and slowly replied, ‘No, thank you Ann’. 

And in that moment, researcher and interviewee were united, we were two women 

who had deeply touched each other’s lives. At another stage a young woman 

reminded me of an event that had occurred one evening as we travelled in a hired bus 

from Kileely to Roxboro swimming pool for our Friday night swimming class. I had 

completely forgotten the incident, but according to her, as we drove along the dock 

road the bus driver ‘who was a blackguard’ made remarks about a woman, working 

as a prostitute, who was standing on the footpath. According to my informant, the 

woman was the mother of one of my pupils and I ‘scandalised’ the bus driver for his 

comments ‘cos you (meaning me) didn’t want the women in the bus thinking any less 

of the woman’, and my informant said she would never forget me for that.  

 

Researchers may think that we are the only ones with the keen eye, observing actions 

and interactions. As the research process unfolded I realised, researching, that is 

observing and making sense of the world, is an inherent part of the human condition. 

The difference with professional researchers is that we situate ourselves within a 
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literature, within a discipline, and share our findings through the written as well as the 

spoken word. One young mother described how she observed me as a teacher,  

 

I saw you dealing with people that were financially stable that were comfortable. 

And I watched you dealing with people that hadn't their supper. And you didn't 

take to nor from the people that hadn't their supper, be honest. 

 

This research journey has given me a deep appreciation of the lived experiences of 

young people who experience difficulties within the educational system, of young 

mothers with limited resources and high aspirations for their children, and of adults 

who have left the educational system prematurely. Teachers and tutors have shared 

the struggles and joys involved in their work and this has challenged me to reflect on 

my own work and my own belief systems around educational provision and 

attainment.  

 

Researching and writing this thesis brought many personal challenges. I came from a 

practitioner base, and I needed to read into the literature, hone my writing skills 

which were more accustomed to writing begging letters, and develop a focused study 

discipline. I was challenged to the core of my being. Listening to the interviews 

evoked strong emotions, writing and rewriting chapter drafts challenged my academic 

ability, meeting deadlines and negotiating my way through paperwork and 

bureaucracies challenged me on yet another level. But, I have emerged transformed 

from this process.  

 

My strongest feeling is one of privilege, the privilege of being able to do this piece of 

work, the privilege of listening to the honest accounts of my interviewees, the 

privilege of being loved and cared for, challenged and encouraged, the privilege of 

working in a supportive academic environment. My created self has emerged, 

humbled by the love I was shown and confident that this work was worth doing. I 

always saw myself as a person of average ability who worked very hard, but in 

moments of insight, as I struggled to hear, write and learn, my self concept too was 

transformed.  
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9.7 The harvest: The emerging self  

 

Reinharz’s framework of the brought and created self served well as a tool to 

conceptualise and locate my self within this study. The brought self informed the 

evolution of the created self. The created self enabled reflection and deeper 

understanding of the brought self. This insight echoes Banister’s contention that 

‘participation in qualitative ethnographic research … may be the first step towards a 

continual process of self-discovery for the researcher as well as for the participant 

(1999:6). The created self, with its precious insights and newly acquired skills, 

continues to emerge. As it emerges the brought self too strengthens and deepens. In 

this amalgamation, and beyond, a new self emerges. This new self emerges through a 

process of storying and restorying, listening and learning, reflecting and acting and 

ultimately through the capacity to ‘listen to the self and the other at the same time’ 

(Plath Helle, 1991:60).  The story of KCP unfolded through a deep and intensive 

research process. My understanding of my own story is intrinsically linked to KCP 

and to the research process. It is about being willing ‘to take the time and effort to 

become myself’ (Gitlin and Peck, 2005:2). As Greene simply and eloquently put it, ‘I 

am forever on the way’ (1995:1). Clandinin contends that neither researcher nor 

participant ‘emerge unchanged’ (1985:365). This thesis then is part of the harvest, 

part of my self-discovery, ‘warts and all’.  

 

9.8 Chapter conclusion 

 

I have outlined my personal story and my career journey. Both are intrinsically 

linked, echoing Clandinin’s thesis that ‘researchers’ personal, private and 

professional lives flow across the boundaries into the research site; likewise, though 

often not with the same intensity, participants’ lives flow the other way’ (Clandinin, 

2000:115). To paraphrase Palmer again, ‘Good researchers (teachers) join self and 

subject and students in the fabric of life’ (1998: 11). Field Belenky et al. warn of the 

dangers in dicotomizing human experience, of compartmentalising life so that ‘the 

blends and subtleties’ of life and of experience disappear (1997:19). My life has been 

nourished by my involvement with KCP, by my involvement in both the school and 

community, and by the process of writing this thesis. In Rager’s words ‘it was a life-

changing experience’ (2005:24). 
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I have so much in common with the people whose needs are served by the project, I 

was once a child in a disadvantaged school, my parents did not have the opportunities 

to go to Secondary school, and I grew up in a low-income family. However, I am 

conscious that I am also different from those whose needs are served by KCP. I work 

in a third level college, I have a degree, and enough money to make decisions about 

where I want to live, what I want to eat, what medical care I need, and how to spend 

my leisure time. This is possible because I earn enough money to give me the 

spending power to make these decisions, and I earn that money because I have 

succeeded in the educational system. Imperfect as I believe it to be, the system 

rewards performance, which is acknowledged within the economy and within society. 

To be outside that system is to have less power and less control over your life.  

 

In writing this chapter I am aware I expose sensitive parts of my family story. While I 

feel somewhat vulnerable in exposing personal details, I do so for a number of 

reasons. Firstly, as I said at the outset, this chapter is written to put me as researcher 

in context and offer the reader an insight into my life so that my motivation and 

relationships with participants can be understood. Secondly, the interviewees for this 

thesis were honest with me in revealing aspects of their lives. I feel a personal 

commitment to them to be equally honest, if I am to portray their honesty and the 

context of their lives. I feel I also have the responsibility to do so for myself. And, 

finally, as Palmer advises, ‘good teaching requires self knowledge: it is a secret 

hidden in plain sight’ (1998:3). The development of my self knowledge I believe was 

an integral part of this study, I expect it will improve my teaching and inform my life. 

Palmer states that ‘unlike many professions, teaching is always done at the dangerous 

intersection of personal and public life’ (1998:17). My impact on KCP and the KCP’s 

impact on me continue to this day, even as I write this thesis. KCP has in part 

moulded who I am and how I behave in the world. I hope I have not romanticised the 

process of developing and supporting KCP. Choosing to do this work had financial 

and personal implications. There were very lonely moments when I wondered 

whether or not I had made the right decisions in respect of developments within the 

project, after all I was trained as a teacher, but was operating as a teacher/community 

worker. I never felt I had made the wrong decision in setting up the project, but I did 

feel a responsibility to the people who were working with me, and who trusted me. 

Researching and writing this thesis has allowed me the opportunity to address some 

of those issues. 
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