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In the muddle of the 
data
This column is being created to help 
researchers who are in the middle of their 
data-collection and who wish to reflect on 
the possibilities and potentials in their 
projects from that sometimes muddled 
point of view. Too often we write papers at 
the end of our research and the 
messiness, doubts, and excitement are not 
always seen in the final reports and 
articles. In these short reflective articles we 
hope to capture some of the thinking on 
the fly that might help other researchers as 
well. We fully expect them to end with a 
series of questions that the researchers 
are asking themselves.

The Impact of Self-
Information as 
feedback to socially 
intelligent dynamic 
(SINDY) systems
Tim Murphey

Some old and new research (Murphey et 
al. in progress) is suggesting that groups 
of people can positively enhance their lives 
when they receive qualitative and 
quantitative data about themselves. The 
normal research model is that researchers 
do research on a group and then publish 
their research and the group often does 
not know about the results at all. However, 
with Critical Participatory Looping 
(Murphey & Falout, 2010), a form of action 
research, data from a group is given back 
to the same group and they are asked to 
confirm, contest or add to the findings in 
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some way. These reflections tend to make 
the data richer and more meaningful for all 
concerned, and provide the participants 
more agency. Note that scientists dealing 
with weather patterns or bird migrations 
could not do this because the weather and 
birds could not reflect on the data. Thus, 
self-information as feedback to socially 
intelligent dynamic (SINDY) systems, i.e. 
thinking and reflecting beings, affords 
multiple possibilities for changing and 
improving one’s conditions through 
gathering and creating further information 
of relevance. The information becomes a 
component of change in and of itself.  

For example, a few years ago we asked 
students what motivated them and 
demotivated them in their JHS and HS 
English education (Falout et al. 2008). 
According to our data grammar was 
ranked near the top in both categories. 
When we gave the results back to the 
students for their further feedback, they 
objected strongly saying grammar was not 
motivational. So, we went back to the data 
and realized that we had conflated ‘liked’ 
with ‘useful’. Many had indeed said 
grammar was useful for their exams, but 
they definitely did not like it. This looping of 
the data back to the participants allowed 
them to help the researchers report better 
data and understand their students better; 
and students themselves began to feel 
more empowered. 

In a later study (Falout & Murphey, 2010) 
we asked students to tell us their ‘re-
motivation’ strategies when they got 
demotivated. At the same time, many of 
them said that they were interested in 
knowing what other students had 
communicated about re-motivating 
themselves, asking us to feed their 
information back to them. So, we listed the 
top 20 most popular ways that students 
reported re-motivating themselves and 
returned them to the students. Their further 
feedback indicated that they felt 
empowered and connected to their 
classmates as well as a sense of 
competence when seeing their own 

strategies listed. 

Most recently, we asked students at the 
end of a survey in April 2012 about their 
ideal classmates (Murphey, in 
PeerSpectives #9, 2012) and coded their 
feedback (488 responses from students in 
4 universities) into 16 descriptors. Around 
mid-term in June, we looped the 16 
descriptors back to them asking three 
questions of each descriptor with a 6-point 
Likert scale: Is this important? Are your 
classmates doing this?, and, Are you doing 
this? They confirmed that the 16 codes 
were important (M=5.07), that their 
classmates were doing these things 
(M=4.09) and that they were doing them 
(4.02). When we asked them at the end of 
the survey, simply, “What do you think of 
this research?” 25% of the students left it 
blank, but 64% answered positively, 
allowing us to see that some students 
were already reciprocally idealizing, i.e. 
thinking how they themselves could be 
more ideal classmates (Murphey et al. in 
progress).  

We believe that individuals are interested 
in reflecting on self-information, identifying 
with it, and “cherry picking” what each 
deems most helpful to them to improve 
their own lives.  At times, they also dare to 
try something new that they think their 
cohorts are doing that works (cf. near peer 
role modeling, NPRMing, Murphey and 
Arao, 2001; Singh 2010).  

We are working at present to frame this 
study within Dynamic Systems Theory and 
preparing it for a presentation at the 
American Association for Applied 
Linguistics (AAAL) in Dallas in March. I 
realize that while much of the research in 
dynamic systems refers to nature, 
machines, and computers, we are talking 
about socially intelligent dynamic (SINDY) 
systems, people working and studying 
together and capable of learning about 
themselves and improving themselves by 
doing so. Thus, groups of people (classes, 
companies, etc.) who receive information 
about what their cohorts are thinking can 
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use such information to improve their work 
and lives. 

So, the signature dynamics (Dornyei 2009) 
of a socially intelligent dynamic system (a 
SINDY System) seem to entail the 
following: Such socially intelligent dynamic 
systems are capable of…

• gathering, communicating, and reflecting 
on data about itself

• interacting with other systems and 
learning from them,  while stimulating 
more feedback.

• accepting that in complex systems 
improvements are incremental and at 
times negatively oriented. (i.e. their will 
be regressions, lapses, and dysfunctions 
to deal with)

• imagining being in the place of others 
(theory of mind/body), dreaming, 
pretending, and playing

• agentizing the agents (group members) 
which at times permits them to strive 
even in the face of overwhelming 
adversity (Quixotically). 

Finally, when individuals sync their agency 
together in groups and teams, they create 
group agency, a form of social capital of 
socially intelligent dynamic systems.

Many thanks to Joe Falout for languaging 
some of these concepts out with me over 
several coffees.
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