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Editorial

MARTIN ASHLEY  University of the West of England

This is the first Redland Papers to appear since the Faculty moved to the new education and resources building on the main university campus at Frenchay.  It is also the first issue to appear under my editorship.  It appears, therefore, at a time of significant change.  This process of change, however, is far from over.  Further development lies ahead.  For the optimist, there is challenge and opportunity.  For the pessimist, the word “change” may need to appear in pejorative inverted commas.  Taking the optimistic view, some of the ongoing changes that merit stress in an editorial might be the significant strengthening of the professorial research team that the Faculty has seen since the last Redland Papers.  Professors Saville Kushner, Jacky Brine and now David Johnson represent, by their very existence, a strong commitment to research in the Faculty.  This is already reflected in changes to our approach to the RAE, - in turn reflected by an improved rating at a time when the playing field seems to be experiencing unfavourable perturbations in its angle of elevation (to mix the popular and obscure in metaphor).  

Faculty staff are coming to terms with the notion of the UWE academic, which represents a significant university wide vision, and a strong and genuine commitment to UWE becoming a leader amongst the new university sector in research.  The UWE academic has undoubtedly been promoted by strong and focused leadership in the Education Faculty.   Then there is CRED, - the Centre for Research in Education and Democracy.  The Education Faculty has now successfully established its own research centre.  Readers familiar with the programme of seminars and events organised by CRED over the last year will be aware of the potential and vision here.  Finally, we have our first cohort of EdD students on the verge of their main research projects, with a second cohort under recruitment.  As much as possible of this activity is reflected in this issue of Redland Papers.

Saville Kushner's inaugural professorial lecture has been reproduced as a paper because it is timely to review the degree to which we might evaluate our response to the notion that knowledge is like a dishwasher and functions identically no matter where you put it.  On the one hand, policy has dictated an inspection system which, to extend Kushner's metaphor, would seem not to differentiate in methodological principle between the inspection of schools and the inspection of dishwasher factories.  On the other, policy debates increase in intensity about the "bog standard comprehensive".  Was there ever such a thing?  Whither diversity, innovation, A.S. Neil's Summerhill and the inspection system? 

Lynn Raphael-Reed's contribution on psychosocial perspectives in education also reflects the growing critique of the performativity culture, and its association with learner wellbeing.  It also reflects the developing position of the Education faculty as "mainstream" to the university, being the result of a collaboration with the recently inaugurated Centre for Psycho-Social Studies at the Faculty of Economics and Social Science.  In a similar way, the paper by Richard Waller reflects an association with the Centre for Critical Theory.  Richard is a full time PhD student in the Faculty who brings with him experience of the further education sector, - another area in which the Faculty has been developing collaborative strengths.

Contributions from full time Faculty academic staff include a paper by Tor Foster and Elizabeth Newman on the role of male mentors in enhancing the recruitment of male primary teachers, whilst  Helen Butcher, Richard Eke and Mandy Lee offer a contribution on young children's conceptions of interactivity as users of information technology.  Both of these reflect the growing role of research groupings within the Faculty.  Foster & Newman’s paper represents the research group on gender and male teachers, whilst Butcher et al represent the research group on early years, both of which are active and thriving.  Within the Faculty, therefore, there are now active research groups as well as a recognised research centre, which is a healthy situation that promises much for the future.

I am very pleased finally to publish papers contributed by two of our EdD students as a result of their work on Part One of the course.  Bob Coburn’s piece is a very interesting reflection on methodology and the ethics of working closely with a vulnerable child, whilst Rennie Short’s piece may stimulate much thought on the nature of qualitative data, the relationship between researcher and researched, and the fuzzy nature of the associated boundaries.

Looking to the future, we are intending to publish some of the best of the final year undergraduate research-based dissertations, several of which have been of remarkable quality.  These often tackle topics of direct relevance to practice in schools and undoubtedly merit publication in their own right.  As part of the Faculty’s continuing drive to improve and develop partnership with schools, we are looking next year to provide significant support for the Best Practice Research Scholarship Scheme.  Through this, we hope to generate much stronger links between the expertise that is available in schools, the development of initial teacher trainees and the quality of research based innovation and classroom improvement with which our partnership is associated.  This will surely be another strength to be reflected in forthcoming Redland Papers.

The very next issue, however, will be a special edition on intercultural learning through music.

Eyes Wide Shut

SAVILLE KUSHNER   University of the West of England

The following article, which is the text of Professor Kushner’s inaugural lecture, is based upon UWE’s involvement with OFSTED’s critical review of A.S. Neill’s Summerhill School, and the resultant controversy. 

“There was a time some years back when the School Government resigned, and no one would stand for election.  I seized the opportunity of putting up a notice:  “In the absence of a government, I herewith declare myself Dictator.  Heil Neill!”  Soon there were mutterings.  In the afternoon Vivien, aged six, came to me and said, “Neill, I’ve broken a window in the gym.”

I waved him away.  “Don’t bother me with the little things like that,” I said, and he went.

A little later he came back and said he had broken two windows.  By this time I was curious, and asked him what the great idea was.

“I don’t like dictators,” he said, “and I don’t like going without my grub.”  (I discovered later that the opposition to dictatorship had tried to take itself out on the cook, who promptly shut up the kitchen and went home.)

“Well,” I asked, “what are you going to do about it?”

“Break more windows,” he said doggedly.

“Carry on,” I said, and he carried on.

When he returned, he announced that he had broken seventeen windows.  “But mind,” he said earnestly, “I’m going to pay for them.”

“How?”

“Out of my pocket money.  How long will it take me?”

I did a rapid calculation.  “About ten years,” I said.

He looked glum for a minute; then I saw his face light up.

“Gee,” he cried, “I don’t have to pay for them at all.”

“But what about the private property rule?” I asked.  “The windows are my private property.”

“I know that but there isn’t any private property rule now.  There isn’t any government, and the government makes the rules.”

It may have been my expression that made him add, “But all the same I’ll pay for them.”

But he didn’t have to pay for them.  Lecturing in London shortly afterward, I told the story; and at the end of my talk, a young man came up and handed me a pound note “to pay for the young devil’s windows.”  Two years later, Vivien was still telling people of his windows and of the man who paid for them.  “He must have been a terrible fool, because he never even saw me."

(Extract from A.S. Neill’s (1960) account of Summerhill School)

I want to talk about judgement. This is what lies at the heart of what I do. I am an educational evaluator. I go into schools and projects and policies and try to help people understand what they are doing, what they are investing in, what is happening to them. I observe and analyse people's attempts to accomplish things - usually to change things. I help them to make judgements about the worth of their work - how to improve it, what questions it raises. A new curriculum in school; a new approach to police training; a scheme to take music students out of the conservatoire to play music with the community. I rarely succeed in reporting to the people who own these programmes - the general public, the taxpayers - and most often report in stuffy terms to stuffy people in stuffy surroundings. But it turns out that when people try to change things like schools that they invest a lot of themselves in it, and this makes reporting on them - often in the midst of controversy or confusion - somewhat sensitive. Neill was trying to change the way we - he, at least - thought about schooling. We can see from that opening quote and imaginging responses to it just how sensitive it can be. But I am not paid to judge Vivien or Neill or to decide whether it was right or not to let Vivien break those windows - my job is to help people focus on educational process - what was happening as Vivien was learning about personal and social responsibility - struggling at the age of 6 with his obligations in respect of personal property. How do we look behind events, at their underneaths, at their echoes and impacts - what Bob Stake (1967) once called the 'mood and the mystery' of a programme? 

Judgement. I recall writing in my PhD thesis a saying I had come across - one which had escaped from Death Row somewhere, no doubt. "It is more frightening to be told by a judge than by a doctor that you have 3 months to live." Judgement - no matter how authoritative - always has to pass through the sieve of common sense. We know medicine is an inexact science. The point is this - when professionals give us a judgement, it can open up our questioning as often as close it down - or ought to. Where a judgement is passed to us backed up with brute force (as in the judge's case) we just throw our hands up. Otherwise we start calculating. Hence, Lesson Number One - judgement has something to do with power. So - 'Do we believe them?' Judge? yes! Doctor?…sometimes. Garage mechanic? - no - though that doesn't stop us paying the bill!  Teacher? School Inspector? 

One of the questions which exercises my evaluation profession a great deal is whether we, as evaluators, make judgements on behalf of people, or whether we support people in arriving at their own judgements. It's essentially a matter of how we see democracy. In a paternalistic view of democracy we put our confidence in professionals who make judgements on our behalf - we ask OfSTED, for example, to judge our schools. If we have a more critical and what is talked of as a 'deliberative' view of democracy (Dryzek, 2000, House & Howe, 1999) then we try to get as many people to participate in making their own judgements - say, a local community making their own judgements about the schools which belong to them.  Judgement is a right you either have or give to someone else.

Let's look at other kinds of judgement. We'll choose, this time, a government minister and, once again, a doctor. The minister is an idealist, unconcerned, in the end, with alternatives. We may think we'd like to hear a Labour minister saying, 'the Conservatives have a lot to offer and their ideas are intriguing - but, on the whole, we prefer this course of action' - but we’d be sceptical if we did. We like to clearly distinguish our political leaders - and so do they themselves, by trading in visions, often in the teeth of a reality which contradicts them. And we admire them for sticking to their guns. Politicians typically dismiss alternatives. Their judgement tends to be about absolutes. 

Now - hospital administrators lie awake at nights hoping against hope that their doctors don't use that kind of absolutist judgement - because when they do - when a doctor dismisses alternatives is when that administrator stares bleary-eyed at headlines in the morning papers. Doctors use a different kind of judgement - when they do their job properly. They use the kind of judgement which helps them compare and contrast what they do with alternatives. They may be committed to a treatment or an operation - but they had better measure it all the time against others. They must, indeed, say, 'well those other medics have a good procedure, but on the whole this one measures up best for me - given the conditions I face'.  They may even choose to stop doing what they do and to adopt a new procedure which evidence says is best - so long as it fits with their local situation. 

So - the minister does best by dismissing alternatives; the doctor - and the teacher - does best by embracing alternatives. The difference is between absolute and comparative judgement; between visions tempered by nothing but conviction, and visions tempered by open debate and contest.  Judgement, then, has a democratic dimension. 

For now, think of this interesting paradox - which lies at the heart of my profession and which is a paradox I have worked on since I started 25 years ago. All over the world classrooms are recognisable. A large number of small people being addressed by one larger person. Rows, blackboards, instruction, authority, knowledge, repressed sexuality, discipline, hope, failure - above all that usually bumbling attempt to interest the many with the ideas of the few. The conventional classroom is a highly successful model of organisation which has made its way around the world - crossing all cultures and power systems - as attractive to Cuban socialists as it was to Mussolini as it is to Confucians and Jesuits.

But look, here, in this primary school, on the same corridor - Mrs Hemingway has her class next door to Mr. Wolf. Different people - different children - different styles - one loves children the other is frightened of children - one's class is open to anyone who passes by, the other has pictures pasted over the windows to secure its privacy; one worships official objectives while the other dismisses them to respond better to the children. One celebrates childhood; the other fails to notice it. These are different worlds - as far apart as are happiness and sadness in a child.

What do we do with that paradox - the simultaneous sameness and difference of classrooms - and of schools, of course? I think we all tend to launder the discomfort of the paradox away. I'd say that the majority of my profession, educational researchers, believe schools are basically comparable, and that is reflected in most of the work I see - but they are, I think, haunted by a nagging doubt about diversity. I'm one who believes more in the uniqueness of each and every educational setting – something Stake (1994) refers to as ‘intrinsic’ interest in promoting case study. 

Contemporary policy launders the paradox away - dismisses difference and treats all classrooms and schools as identical - acts as though knowledge were like a dishwasher which functions identically no matter where you put it. The National Curriculum and national tests are political commitments to the one half of the paradox - that all schools are the same. Rain or shine, rural or urban, rich or poor, Asian or English, young or old, bright or dull, boy or girl, single parent or nuclear family, happy or sad, inside or out, brick or plate glass - they all get the same curriculum gruel. It's a politically-derived absolutist vision which denies important - often rich - differences. The source of the problem is that the politician - already predisposed to absolutist judgement and ideal visions, dismissive of diversity - mistakes a paradox for a problem - i.e. something in need of a solution. Paradoxes don't need solutions - they need confronting, nourishing even - that's another way of talking about what I do as an evaluator - I am a nourisher of paradox. Paradoxes - contradictions - are full of learning possibilities, because they contain an innate comparison - sameness with difference, in the case of schools and classrooms. They are grist to those who use comparative judgement, because all we have to do is to screw up our eyes and we see the same school in completely different ways. Just like the physicist who sees first a wave…then a particle….then a wave….then a particle - and all he's doing is looking at the same thing but in different ways. It depends how we look - it depends on who the looker is.  

Judgements rest upon values and beliefs. I choose schools to be the same so I employ this measuring instrument which makes them look the same. Or else, I choose schools to be diverse and so I use another kind of instrument which highlights each school's idiosyncrasies. Now, OfSTED is a very particular instrument for looking at schools in a very particular way. It is not just a technical device - it is not neutral science - it is an ideology. It represents a choice to see schools in rigid formation because it measures all schools against the same criteria. Alternatives are not permitted. Schools may be better or worse - but only better or worse versions of the same thing. OfSTED’s vision is, in fact, militaristic.

Now, when absolute judgement - the refusal to think of alternatives - insinuates its way into the daily practice of the professional teacher it denies Mrs Hemingway and Mr Wolf the opportunity - well, the right, actually - to compare and contrast what each does by looking at the other. They can't, these days. They have to do the same thing - pretend that their classrooms are identical. If they don't, they frankly risk the sack. In a national evaluation I have been part of recently I have been visiting schools across the country, and I have been struck by a single observation. Teachers join projects which require them to collaborate with other schools. This used to be common fare for teachers who would meet colleagues from other places regularly. Not any more. 'But why should they' - says the 'Fat Controller'? 'There's nothing to see other than what you are already doing. We're all the same!' So on these projects I have been looking at I see teachers emerging, blinking from that dark hole of enforced and silent isolation to talk to each other haltingly,  to notice with enthusiasm that people do in fact do things differently in other schools - and that there are things to learn. I interviewed a veteran head teacher, as bitter as horseradish about what has happened to schools, become emotional telling me he doesn't really care what this project is about - 'look - just look - we're all here in the same room, talking. That's what it's all about!'. 

But this is what happens when we assert a single vision and deny others - and insists that teachers share that vision no matter what their professional judgement  - then we have what many have complained about - the politicisation of education and what has been called by a North American observer, David Berliner,  a 'tiptoeing to totalitarianism'. Totalitarianism in the sense of the refusal to publicly respect alternatives - which was why the government tried to close down Summerhill School.

I want to come to Summerhill School - but only after we have a whetstone against which we can grind our judgement of that unusual place. Summerhill - the creation of A.S. Neill - is, in every possible sense, an alternative to conventional state schooling. So let's look first at some common sense assumptions which might be thought to underpin what we are used to in primary and comprehensive schools. 

· what is worth learning is a matter for society to rule on

· what is taught is what is being learned

· the most significant space in a school is the classroom 

· a teacher is both an authority (as historian, mathematician, etc.) and in authority (keeper of the rules) – the latter sustains the status of the former 

· children should learn in their own age group

· it is fair and equal to expose all children to the same knowledge

· Learning happens in episodes and is confined principally to classrooms 

· learning is best thought of as moving from simple ideas to complex ideas in a linear fashion 

· the younger a child is the less complexity they can handle 

· the better qualified a child is the better educated they are and the better equipped for life 

· Unhappiness is an unfortunate by-product of schooling 

Well, perhaps you agree with some of these, disagree with others. But more to the point, let's see what happens to them once we have looked at an alternative. At last we come to Summerhill School. The government tried in 1999 to close down Summerhill School which subsequently defended itself successfully at a judicial tribunal. 

I cannot explain the whole school to you here. But I will give you a flavour. I spent some time there as a member of a team which evaluated the OfSTED inspection process at the school and reported to that judicial tribunal. We found OfSTED to be both flawed and fraudulent – flawed in that it was technically and ethically shambolic; fraudulent insofar as it made false claims and failed to live by its own rules. 

The OfSTED inspectors spent almost all of their time at the school inside classrooms, observing teachers teaching. But this is not where the school concentrates its most serious educational endeavours. OfSTED believes that 'effective education' is a product of 'effective teaching' - they hold to that common but hapless belief that there is a direct relation between what is being taught and what is being learned. Well, that's a view - but it's just one view and there is little evidence to support it. At Summerhill teaching is incidental - a resource. The whole school is, in a sense, the curriculum - the grounds, the café, the bedroom, the canteen, the mind and the heart of the child and the adult - all these places are expected to be where children are learning. In fact, many children, suspicious, frightened or bemused by inspectors, stayed away from classes for the brief time OfSTED was there. But anyway, classes are voluntary and no teacher is allowed to pressurise a child to attend. If a child chooses to spend a year, eighteen months, two years playing, then that is entirely approved of by the school which waits for the child to show they are ready for learning. This is not an anarchic whim, it is based on sound psychological principles of child-rearing, tested successfully over the life of this school. But this psychological principle was dismissed by OfSTED and taken to be evidence of “idleness”. This is not what the children say. One, for example, said:

“As much as it looks like people aren’t doing anything you’re always doing something – you’re always learning. And regardless of whether you’re in lessons you’re learning things about yourself about other people and your surroundings. The Inspectors said about the school, for instance, that we’re misusing it – using personal liberty just to be idle, lazy. What? I’ve never spent a second in this school not doing anything – I can’t just turn my head off….it’s impossible.”

And another:

“Lessons for me isn't the main priority because lessons aren’t the only skills you need for life. You need social skills, a wide range of things that you need to know like apart from what you learn academically.”
What the kids said they were learning while not in classes was, in their own words, “justice”, “social responsibility”, “learning to be with people”, “respect” – well, you get the point. Just to reinforce it, here is a 13-year old boy I spoke to giving his view of the inspection:

“I don’t know how they [the inspectors] did it, how they managed to miss the point so badly. Maybe subconsciously they wanted Summerhill to fail because they missed the chance to come here themselves. Maybe they should come and finish their childhood so they can leave everyone else to get on with theirs.”

Oh - and, yes - children pass GCSEs at normal levels as and when they want. We documented how it was that this is accomplished with just a fraction of the relentless lesson-attending by comprehensive school children. In fact, the Inspectors acknowledged this - and that Summerhill has good educational outcomes - as it unequivocally does. But the value of classrooms is downplayed; due educational process does not happen as in all 'normal' schools; kids are not disciplined, assessed, failed from time to time; teachers do not keep rigorous written records - kids do not attend lessons perforce…how those good educational outcomes are arrived at is not transparent and certainly does not resemble how it happens in other schools. Summerhill is different - and where some would say that with a tone of rising enthusiasm, OfSTED said it with menacing official dismay. Voluntarism - where it succeeds - is a threat to order in conventional schools - whatever its educational merit.

It does, too, need to be said that OfSTED does not imply individual inspectors. There was good evidence that the inspection team was not of one mind – why should they be? However, these teams are, themselves under political direction and a great deal of power is invested in the Lead Inspector. In this case, he wielded it.

Summerhill is run substantially by the children who set its policy and monitor conduct in the place. It is a democratic school. There is a kind of parliament which meets weekly and which regulates life in the school. This is a highly regulated environment with literally hundreds of rules. But the children regulate it. Teachers are subject to this meeting as are the kids. Teachers can be – and are – reprimanded and, sometimes, fined. A.S.Neill often complained that the school was not entirely as he would wish it for he lost too many votes at these meetings. Children live at the school – older children look after the younger, supervising their bedtimes, for example. They run their own café. There are, at present, around 60 children at the school aged from about 8 years to 16.  It is a private school with fees low enough to keep it in constant penury.

Well, these are the headlines. The point is that the school is an expression of certain humanistic and psychological principles developed by Neill and forged at a time when people in this country, in Europe and in the USA were energetically engaged in seeking more democratic or humanistic ways of thinking about the relationship between education and schooling – a distinction we too easily forget. Neill would say that most children go to school but are not educated there. I agree with that. Neill was convinced of certain basics – for example, that all important knowledge was personal knowledge; that children were naturally good and self-regulating; that learning followed emotional self-realisation – ‘look after the emotions, the intellect will follow’; that the key to the whole business of education was love. Neill was non-commital about book learning.

Well you have probably formed an opinion of this school by now - if you didn't already have one.  We can test it out and return to that list of assumptions underpinning state schooling - this time with the corresponding assumptions of Summerhill. These are necessarily crude, overly contrasting – but they are intended to convey merely a sense of difference – material for making a judgement.

Or as one Summerhill kid put it - "I'm already the person I'm going to be."  The school – not the pedagogy or the classroom – is the curriculum.

I need to go back to my title. After all, we need to stick to our objectives - don't we? A friend of mine, a teacher I believe to be a very good teacher, was recently inspected by OfSTED. At the end of a lesson - with special needs children - the Inspector told her that he had enjoyed what he regarded as an excellent lesson - but that he was, nonetheless, marking it unsatisfactory because it was not the lesson that had been planned. We need to stick to our objectives indeed! Compare this with what was said by my first guide in education, Lawrence Stenhouse – a theorist of curriculum who spent his tragically short career arguing that education is best guided by the intellectual development of the teacher.  He said (Stenhouse, 1975: 82):

“Education as induction into knowledge is successful to the extent that it makes the behavioural outcomes of the students unpredictable.” 

And that's one of OfSTED’s problems with Summerhill - its unpredictability.

Stenhouse was not the first to say that - but he was, unfortunately, one of the last, and he died in 1982. There was a time when you could legitimately argue, in the policy arena, that what a pupil learned was no business of the teacher - that the teacher's job was to guarantee the best and most independent conditions for learning, and to consistently raise the level of challenge. That was Stenhouse’s view - and it's become my view. There is now, however, official intolerance for such views as the State has ruled firmly on just what it is that pupils must learn. Curriculum is an area of mandate - no longer an area of intellectual curiosity where we compare what we do with others in a collective educational laboratory. The volumes and shelves and discourses and disputes and varying tastes and contests and conjectures and refutations on what counts as useful and valid knowledge in, say, music or poetry or geography is now collapsed down to 20 or 40 or 50 pages of prescribed official knowledge or to 60 minutes of what some powerful individual somewhere thinks you should be forced to teach. Stenhouse argued that curriculum was a 'hypothesis' to be tested in the laboratory of the classroom.  

The failure of inspection is to have compromised democracy through its denial to the citizen of alternatives to the official view of the aims of schooling. We cannot as parents and professionals bring comparative judgement to bear on the schools which, after all, belong to us as tax-payers, because the main conduit for information on alternatives is closed off to us. OfSTED had its chance at Summerhill and it chose to deny reality on a political principle - to represent that school in terms which were alien to it but which allowed easy condemnation. With eyes  open like  radar dishes  OfSTED  at  Summerhill School  - as  in  any school which espouses a distinctive educational philosophy - was too busy looking to be able to see clearly. So intent were they on recording effective teaching that they failed to notice effective education which was happening elsewhere. Eyes - wide - shut.

	State schooling
	Summerhill

	what is worth learning is a matter for society to rule on 


	What is worth learning is a matter for the individual child 



	what is taught is what is being learned


	Learning cannot be taught – only experienced



	the most significant space in a school is the classroom


	The most significant space in the school is where the child chooses to be



	a teacher is both an authority (as historian, mathematician, etc.) and in authority (keeper of the rules) – the latter sustains the status of the former; 


	Teachers are an authority – e.g. a source for knowledge and information – but yield to the authority of the school as a community in respect of rules of behaviour



	children should learn in their own age group


	It is important for older children to interact and learn with and through younger children



	it is fair and equal to expose all children to the same knowledge


	It is unfair to assume anything other than that each child has their own learning needs



	Learning happens in episodes and is confined principally to classrooms
	Learning is happening all the time and is taking place in all settings



	learning is best thought of as moving from simple ideas to complex ideas


	The most complex learning – i.e. about the independent self in relation to the collective – has to come first; simpler forms – e.g. book-learning – follow. 



	the younger a child is the less complexity they can handle


	The older a child is the less likely they are to take on the full complexity of the independent self; very young children can learn this



	the better qualified a child is the better educated they are and the better equipped for life
	The best qualified child who has no sense of intellectual autonomy is ill-equipped for life



	Unhappiness is an unfortunate by-product of schooling
	Education is not feasible without happiness


But here is the difference out of which flows all else. 
	State school
	Summerhill

	School is preparation for life and citizenship
	School is life, children are citizens


OfSTED passes judgements down to us - they do not invite us to reflect on their judgements, to engage with them curiously.  Read an OfSTED report - the data are not balanced, judgement is not transparent, the reader is not invited to interpret an event in a different way. It is, in that sense, absolutist. It co-opts the citizen into the official way of judging schools - and that is a very partial way indeed.  OFSTED suppresses comparative and therefore democratic judgement.  Parents see of schools just what OFSTED allows.

Lest you think I am merely talking for effect, let me report to you that in 1999 The Chief Inspector of Schools published an article in a national newspaper
 calling for the books of the moral and political philosopher John Dewey to be banned from all teacher training establishments. John Dewey’s principal contribution to debate, and his sin against the Chief Inspector, was to argue that schools did not prepare children for life - they were citizens with rights and so schools had a responsibility to bring democracy into the classroom. The Chief Inspector - head of OfSTED, the post with the power to close schools, end careers, close down teacher training programmes - called for these books on morality and ethics to be banned. He was a serious man.

And please don't think I'm going for the monkey rather than the organ-grinder - that I should be taking on the Secretary of State for Education and Employment. OfSTED has nothing to do with the DfEE - it is an independent Department of State. It is perfectly capable - like the National Audit Office - of questioning and holding to account government educational policy. Rather than hold government to account OfSTED has always chosen to hold teachers to account.  It chose not to (though Chris Woodhead inexplicably claims to have to wait until his resignation to be able to place government policy under scrutiny.)

So whatever we think of Summerhill it stands as a radical alternative. We cannot say it is good or bad in the same measure as other schools - but once you've looked at Summerhill it’s likely that you will not look at a state comprehensive or even a primary school in the same way again. It makes you think - it makes me think about the education my children are going to have. It makes me uneasy. This was the conclusion of a government inspector back in 1949 - back, that is to say, to the times when government school inspectors were more concerned with education than with politics - before they became ideologically and politically committed to an absolutist point of view. In the report of the 1949 inspection of Summerhill School the following was noted by the Inspector (quoted in Neill, 1960, p. 85):

"There remains in the mind some doubts both about principles and about methods. A closer and longer acquaintance with the school would perhaps remove some of these and possibly intensify others. What cannot be doubted is that a piece of fascinating and valuable educational research is going on here which it would do all educationalists good to see."
He must be turning in his grave.
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Psychosocial Perspectives in Education: some tentative thoughts

LYNN RAPHAEL-REED  University of the West of England

Introduction

Education presents paradoxical possibilities in the search for meaningful psychosocial perspectives on human endeavour. On the one hand, of all the domains of social practice, education defines its task explicitly as the reproduction of collective culture combined with the realisation of individual potential: a sociological project embedded within a psychological subject. At the same time, education – through the problematics of ‘culture’ and the resistances of ‘subjects’ – is forced to engage with, if often inadequately, the interpenetration of sociology and psychology in lived experience. Indeed the element of paradox arises in the fact that despite the centrality of such an interpenetration to the central purpose of education – practitioner perspectives remain resolutely resistant to theorising that interfaces or reconceptualises the relationship between identity and culture situated in curricular and pedagogic settings. 

Key concerns of education in the current period set the context for exploring the possibilities and necessities of a psychosocial approach and the potential obstacles to its development. Such contextualisation also identifies the crucial issues that such a psychosocial theory needs to address, at the level of praxis – for perspectives that remain theoretically interesting without being practically useful will continue to have restricted influence. Our challenge is to develop understandings that speak to those in the classroom as well as those in the academy – that can inform education policy development and teacher education programmes as much as academic research.

Educational Context

‘Education, education, education’ has been identified as a key site for the activation of the New Labour project of creating greater wealth in the contemporary globalised economy whilst building more meaningful and ‘just’ community and individual participation. It therefore shoulders the impossible ‘third way’ illusion that we can be more competitive (elitist) and collaborative (inclusive) at the same time. 

In practice, fast track capitalism and the requirement for a fluid, flexible and compliant workforce materialises in the educational workplace in a variety of forms. In England both teachers and pupils are subject to a performativity culture that permeates every part of their daily lives.  Targets are set, action plans generated, performance monitored and standards tested. Outcomes driven, process becomes secondary; crudely put, it doesn’t really matter how one reaches targets, so long as one does, and as efficiently as possible. Values within this social scenario become malleable and individual lives subsumed in the larger script. No matter, for example, that the practice of setting and streaming damage self-esteem for large numbers of learners, and reinforce inequalities based on ‘race’ and class. As a tool that facilitates the meeting of targets and standardised measurable outcomes, it achieves kite-mark status and becomes increasingly hard to displace - advancing even now in the primary sector, once thought of as the bastion of child-centred pedagogies.

Measurable outcomes in the current climate displace qualitative markers of experience. Students and staff are continuously assessed and over-assessed – through examination and testing, through inspection and performance review. Anxiety levels and stress-related ill-health become endemic for significant numbers of adults and pupils alike. As one paper for the Institute of Public Policy Research, published last summer, argues: high achieving students are at risk of becoming ‘success junkies’ who only feel alright about themselves if high grades continue to be achieved, whilst those who do not make the grade feel like failures and one in ten children will experience a clinically defined mental health problem between the ages of five to fifteen Hartley Brewer (2001).  Adults who fail to be perceived as successful, either by implication through an unsuccessful OfSTED inspection or failure to cross the threshold through performance review, or who feel like they are failing as a consequence of their inability to stay on top of excessive workloads, experience depression and loss of motivation.  Record numbers of teachers are leaving the profession.

Of particular significance in this is the loss of a sense of personal agency. Teachers report feelings of loss of control in the face of a centrally prescribed curriculum and routine regulation and surveillance of their work – and, where their work is heavily criticised or devalued despite their best efforts, a loss of identity that precipitates feelings of bereavement Davies & Lee (2000).  Pupils report loss of significance to adults too busy to pay attention to their emotional needs and lack of purchase on a curriculum heavily predetermined by external agencies Ruddock et al (1996).  Parents report loss of influence, in the unsightly scrabble for school places in apparently ‘successful’ schools – where the delusion of parental ‘choice’ is denied in practice by the ruthlessness of the market.

At a curriculum level we witness the privileging of certain forms of knowledge – emphasising in the secondary phase logocentric and masculinist subject areas (Maths, Science, ICT, PE – four of the 6 compulsory subjects at 14+) and in the primary phase the diminution of the humanities and creative areas of the curriculum in favour of the highly regulated literacy and numeracy hours. New suggestions for a reformed 14-19 curriculum, to increase vocational options, further marginalize both critical and emotional literacies in learning.   

Within such a climate, small wonder concern about pupil behaviour is on the increase. In part, this represents the pressures of a self-regulating system – where pupils at risk of pulling down the overall institutional grades are perceived as a liability, labelled and responded to as such. Recent reform of government policy on exclusion and league tables – where excluded pupil performance need not be included in the schools overall scores - only partially addresses the problem. Schools still admit that teacher attention focuses on those mid-range pupils at the critical borderline in any assessment year – those at the C/D borderline at the end of KS4, and those just reaching the normative level descriptions for KS1-3 SATs. Pupils whose performance is not even approaching this key marker of institutional success, are at risk of increasing invisibility or implicit exclusion. Standards can rise whilst inequalities widen. The fact that national formal exclusion rates are down (from 12,700 in 1997 to 8,400 in 2001) may well represent school and LEA response to the penalties incurred by allowing exclusion rates to soar – rather than a systemic commitment to educational inclusion. 

Frequently behaviour management systems – influenced by the behaviourist and authoritarian assumptions of Lee Canter and Assertive Discipline – encourage teacher regulation of pupil behaviour without dialogue rather than mediated and reflective forms of conflict resolution. Just this week Estelle Morris’ announcement that increasing concern about the levels of bullying in schools is to be responded to by making exclusion for bullying a non-redeemable offence (‘Bullies face school ban for a single offence’ The Guardian, 16th January 2002) captures the irony of a system where intimidatory judgement is endemic and the capability of school organisations to ‘hold’ emotional material is consistently undermined. ‘Zero tolerance’ legitimates authoritarian practices, and increasing anxiety is projected onto certain young people in our schools, positioned as ‘Other’ Raphel Reed (1998a). 

Such ‘othering’ inevitably displays facets of racism, sexism and classism and can be seen operating through the current discourses of ‘underachievement’ that permeate New Labour rhetoric on widening participation.  Social democratic credentials may well be displayed by commitments to engage under-represented groups in education. However, paucity of analysis of the contested spaces within which oppositional or disaffected identities arise, or the real significance of material deprivation to aspiration, or the failure to problematise educational goals and targets, or critique curricula or social pedagogies, is combined with a discursive composition of the educational ‘subject’ through crude sociological and psychological categories. The ‘underachieving boy’ for example, is constructed as the product of failed home environments through ‘theories’ that promote deficit models of black and working class families (absence of father; lack of positive role models) or as the victim of unrecognised cognitive need through ‘theories’ that promote crude biological determinism (male brain failed by girl-friendly learning styles). Gender critique is replaced with a toolkit of interventions designed to restitute hegemonic forms of masculinity. Critically informed strategies to engage with the real social and psychic tensions associated with dimensions of ‘race’, class, gender are displaced by individualised and de-politicised remediations eg one-to-one mentoring schemes, or new ‘brain-based’ teaching and learning styles Raphael Reed (1998b). 

Finally, contemporary educational contexts are hamstrung by inadequate perspectives on social justice. We remain dominated by educational policies and practices informed by distributive theories of social justice rather than more relational understandings or intentions. I agree with Iris Marion Young that distributive theories of justice are limited by focusing on goods and practices reified as objects at the expense of processes. What we need as well is to ‘focus on actions, decisions about actions and provision of the means to develop and exercise capabilites’ within which ‘Oppression and domination…should be the primary terms for conceptualising injustice’ Young (1990). Taking her identification of the ‘five faces of oppression’ (exploitation, marginalisation, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, violence) what we now need to do is examine the ways in which schools as complex social organisations reproduce or disrupt such oppressive internal and external practices Raphael Reed (1998c).

Psychosocial Practice in the Making 

Let’s look now to real teachers – those working against the grain, integrating heart and brain in an attempt to bridge the psychosocial divide. For the last twenty years I have attempted to understand and inhabit such a space Raphael Reed (1995). This is the space created by teachers seen by their peers, by pupils and by their parents as ‘effective’ – as kind, fair, just, firm, fun, friendly and ‘safe’ (in both meanings of the word) and able to help/assist in all kinds of ways; a kind of effectiveness not necessarily captured by formal descriptors or OfSTED categories. What understandings do such teachers evidence in their practices and their ways of making sense of what is happening in education? It is here that we can see implicit psychosocial perspectives in action.

· They understand complexities of the Self. This includes: that young people bring with them into the classroom complex and contradictory needs including the need for ‘themselves’ to be ‘seen’ and witnessed by the primary adult (teacher) and their peers; that self-esteem has a profound effect on learning and that much of the young person’s sense of self is shaped by early experiences and especially familial relationships; that emotional pain or damage is expressed in various ways in learning environments and the reasons why people behave in certain ways is not always apparent to themselves or to others; that the need for self-actualisation is a fundamental yearning that education can tap into, even when young people present themselves as disinterested in processes of personal change; that there are a host of different identities, shifting and sometimes in tension, that young people inhabit and explore – some of which facilitate learning and some of which do not; that such identities inevitably arise from and are inter-related with social as much as psychic experience – and that oppression and domination in social experience affects individual identity; that everything above in relation to young people equally well applies to teachers themselves.

· They understand complexities of knowledge and learning. This includes: that curricula are social constructions and need to be understood as such; that which counts as knowledge is contested and contestable; that being able to manipulate, critique and create forms of knowledge and being able to locate oneself in relation to knowledges are fundamental skills, important for strengthening one’s sense of agency; that logocentric forms of knowledge are only partial and that expressive and intuitive forms of knowledge are equally important; that individual learning draws upon and is affected by one’s cognitive, emotional and physical state; that learning involves risk and anxiety; that learning requires previous understanding and experience to be brought into relationship with new understanding and experience and that interaction and dialogue is the primary tool for that to happen; that that which inhibits learning is often not easily identifiable or understandable; that the need individuals can have to resist ‘learning’, being active or creative or embracing change is also significant.

· They understand complexities of settings and interactions. This includes: that schools are complex social and psychic environments within which individuals and groups engage in interactive, contested and contestable meaning-making processes; that the physical environment carries and coerces meaning; that power is circulating in such settings – expressed through the hidden as well as the formal curriculum and a range of pedagogic practices; that classroom environments hold the potential for a variety of relational exchanges, with relative degrees of authority and autonomy, inclusion and exclusion, between teachers and pupils and pupils and their peers; that social settings and interactions affect and are affected by psychic conditions.          

· They integrate these understandings in their educational practices. Such practices include:

· explicit attention to the development of emotional literacy through learning

· multiple strategies for promoting positive self-esteem

· explicit attention to issues of social justice – including acknowledgement and exploration of aspects of inequality, oppression and domination, and promotion of relational practices and values to challenge injustice within and without the classroom space

· firm holding strategies – to contain both psychic and social disaffection and distress

· deployment of differentiated and diverse learning and teaching strategies, and curricula frameworks, to match diverse individual and social needs 

· promotion of critical literacies in learning

· creation of stimulating and expressive physical learning environment

· centralising dialogic space in the learning process, situated within multiple strategies encouraging relative degrees of authority and autonomy for specific purposes. Represented diagrammatically, such psychosocial practitioners create learning environments where each quadrant below is explored and promoted for particular purpose within the learning process, but a relatively high proportion of experience is constructed through quadrant D Webster et all (1996). In addition they make explicit to learners the potentiality of each mode of practice, and the mechanisms for ‘choice’ to enter and operate in such a space ie they attempt to share ownership of actions and the ability to determine actions. At the same time, they recognise that individual needs inevitably challenge and disrupt this attempt to structure social learning space and collective action (see Hogget, 2001). 
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[image: image1.png]DID YOU GO TO ONE OF BRISTOL'’S
SECONDARY MODERN SCHOOLS?

Can you help me with my Bristol based project? Between 1956
and 1964 Bristol established ten secondary schools, with both
grammar and modern streams. | would like very much to make
contact with people who attended one of these schools, during this
time, either as a modern or a grammar pupil.

The Schools were:

Ashton Park
Bedminster Down
Brislington
Hartcliffe
Hengrove
Lawrence Weston
Lockleaze
Monk’s Park
Speedwell

If you would be willing to spend an hour or so talking to me please
contact me

Professor Jacky Brine

Faculty of Education

University of the West of England
Frenchay Campus

Coldharbour Lane

Bristol

BS16 1QY

Tel: 0117 344 4241 - |
Email: Jacky.Brine@uwe.ac.uk








A
Authoritarian

Dialogic
  D





Pedagogy

Pedagogy

               Low Learner Autonomy



High Learner Autonomy

   


          



Reserved

Libertarian




B
Pedagogy

Pedagogy
  C

Low Teacher Authority

Figure 1: A model of teacher-learner interaction and pedagogic practice (based on Webster et al 1996)

Psychosocial Issues to be Addressed 

From looking at contemporary educational contexts, and at the practices of those teachers who we might say already, incipiently, inhabit a psychosocial space in action – it seems to me we need to explore further the following issues and questions:

1. How do complex individual needs, drives, wants (of both adults and children) interface with social practices in education?

2. What concepts of the Self, and model of ‘agency’, best facilitate effective educational practices, especially with those learners most at risk of school failure? What explains relative resilience or vulnerability in the development of learner identities, even for individuals raised in challenging circumstances? 

3. In what ways do curricula and pedagogic practices and discourses attempt to shape the subject? In what ways is this resisted or accommodated and with what consequence?

4. How do power and social justice as a relational dynamic in educational settings arise within and affect internal and external landscapes? How does the psyche as much as the social body experience the ‘five faces of oppression’ ?

5. What is education for? How should we understand the relationship between a non-unitary subject and the yearning for an integrated, holistic identity? Is self-actualisation meaningful and if so, how can it be supported through education?  

6. How best might we research such matters? What, for example, might a psychosocial educational ethnography look like?  
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They Won’t Do That, It’s Not Macho Enough

TOR FOSTER & ELIZABETH NEWMAN  University of the West of England

ABSTRACT This paper describes a small scale mentoring project aimed at encouraging more young men into primary school teaching.  Funded by the Teacher Training Agency and based in a Higher Education Institution, this was an initiative associated with the current concerns about the small number of men becoming  primary teachers.  The components of mentoring as a ‘professional friendship’ (Gardiner: 1998) are considered as well as the benefits, as perceived by the mentees, of working with male primary teacher-mentors.  The paper concludes with a discussion on the value of mentoring by men as a contributing factor to recruiting more men into primary teaching.

‘They won't be keen to do that...not macho enough, I don’t think there is much you can do to persuade them.’  This was the comment from a senior tutor at a local further education college, when she was contacted to see if any young men in year 12 or 13 would welcome the opportunity to work for one week in a primary school mentored by a male teacher.  Her response that primary teaching was considered ‘women’s work’ and consequently low status, was one with which we were familiar as managers of a Teacher Training Agency (TTA) funded project to recruit more men into primary teaching.

The TTA and the Department for Education and Employment (DfEE), the major state agencies working within teacher supply and recruitment, have become increasingly concerned at the rapid decline in the proportion of serving male primary teachers.  The 16.4 %, recorded in 2000 is just above the 15% that Kanter (1977) would describe as a ‘token.’  A further concern is the particularly marked decrease of male entrants in the 21-29 age group.  ‘Male teachers have become an endangered species in primary schools,’ claimed The Observer (1998:19).

The educational implications of this decrease were commented upon by the School Teachers’ Pay and Review Body, reported in the TES.  ‘Concern is linked to the increasing number of children coming from single parent families with no effective male role model’ (TES: 1996:12).  This in turn has been linked, to underachievement and disaffection of boys (Daily Telegraph 19.11.96).  If this is the case and if boys and men model their masculinity on the ‘men they admire,’ (Harris: 1995) then increasing the number of male primary teachers would have validity beyond the more general cosmetic of a gender-balanced workforce.

That primary teaching is perceived as feminine (Woods: 1986, Pepperell and Smedley: 1998) is seen as a problem by the TTA (1996) who through mentoring projects such as the one described below, aim ‘to make teaching more representative of the wider community, in particular getting more men into primary teaching’ (TTA, 2000). 

However, encouraging more men to pursue a career in primary teaching is beset with difficulties that arise from common sense assumptions about the nature of primary teaching and the nature of men.  Entering the feminine world of the primary school (Woods: 1986) is problematic for many men.  This is recognised by the trainees themselves in Johnson’s (1999) study, one of whom reflected a general feeling that, 'in primary school, the role of teacher is an extension of that of mother.’  When the assumption is made that women are natural carers there follows ‘a narrow essentialist conception that primary teaching is, and should be solely, women’s work’ (Skelton: 2000:263) This positions men who want to enter this caring field with what King describes as  ‘negative marking.’ (1998:4). 

Although there are rewards in terms of recognised faster career progression for men who enter teaching in Britain, Europe and the USA, (Thorton and Bricheno: 2000), contradictory images persist. Male teachers on the one hand may be designated principals in training (King: 1998) hero and sportsman’ (Sumison: 2000) and on the other hand, positioned as effeminate or homosexual (Bradley: 1993) or a pervert.  Such negative labelling may result in ‘identity bruising’ (Foster and Newman: 2001) which is clearly damaging in terms of drawing men into the profession.  Men choosing to undertake ‘women’s work’ (Allan: 1993) in primary schools are aware that they are making a career choice which might be seen by their peers (Johnson: 1998) and others (Thornton: 1998) as inappropriate for males and could be seen as a ‘stepping down in status,’ (Oyler: 2000).

There is one further even more basic reason that men do not consider primary school teaching as a career which is of particular relevance to this mentoring project. Pasick (1990) has indicated that it is not simply male attitudes that prevent them ‘crossing over to women’s work’.  He suggests a ‘male skills deficit’ in relation to working with children.  Our own research, however, indicates that although culturally men are not permitted the free access to young children that is experienced by women, when they do have that access, sometimes from family contacts, sometimes quite by accident, they develop the necessary skills for working with young children and enjoy the experience.

Hodkinson (1995) indicates that young people make career decisions within ‘horizons for action’.  Drawing on the work of Bourdieu, Hodkinson maintains that ‘habitus’ and the opportunity structures of the labour market both influence horizons for action and are interrelated.  ‘Perceptions of what might be available and what might be appropriate affect decisions and job or training opportunities.’  (1995:4).

With an understanding of the barriers and a desire to widen horizons for action we devised a programme that designed:

i) to counter any ‘negative marking’ of the male primary teacher by presenting authentic rather than stereotypical images of men who teach young children

ii) to give male mentees the experience of an area of work  to which they  might have had  limited access because they were male

iii)
to enable male mentees to identify and develop the skills required in the primary classroom

The mentoring project

Together with other Higher Education Institutions the University of the West of England was successful in bidding for funding to run two one year projects (1999-2000; 2000-2001). 

Central to the success of this programme was the identification and training of male teacher-mentors who were to act as advocates and ‘explainers’ of primary school teaching to potential recruits, who for a time would be their mentees. Participants would be drawn from year 12/13 pupils in schools and further education colleges, from newly qualified graduates, from older male graduates considering a career change.

The programme began with the recruitment of mentors who attended two half days of orientation and training.  This was followed by the recruitment of mentees, their orientation to the programme and a matching meeting.  These induction activities were followed by one week’s placement in school supported by their male mentors.  Evaluative qualitative data (interviews, questionnaires and diary entries) were collected from both the one year projects from all the mentees and mentors who took part. 

Recruiting the mentors

It was encouraging to discover that there was little difficulty finding male teachers keen to mentor young men in their choice of teaching as a career. Mentors came from schools that were recognised as having a ‘supportive’ culture.  There was a general desire among the mentors to reveal what one described as a ‘well-kept secret: that teaching young children is really enjoyable and not just for women.’  Another mentor stated, ‘I want to present teaching as a good profession to be in’. 

Recruiting the mentees

As the opening remarks in this paper indicate, a greater challenge was finding mentees.  We needed to differentiate our strategies for the different groups of potential recruits.  For new graduates we provided the careers service in two university departments with flyers which featured young male primary teachers.  For older male graduates who were interested in a career change we ran drop in information evenings or simply made ourselves available to answer enquiries.    Recruiting Year 12/13 students proved particularly challenging.  In the two years of the project we approached over 30 state secondary schools in three local authorities and four further education colleges.  Publicity flyers, telephone conversations and face-to-face meetings both with groups of potential mentees and their tutors were all necessary to stimulate interest.  Although keen to support the initiative, many secondary school colleagues were not optimistic of success.  They were aware of the prevailing peer group culture that was in effect closing down possible ‘horizons for action’.  One FE college tutor commented, ‘they should be interested as we need more men in primary schools, but what the other lads think will put them off’.  They will want work experience in engineering.’

Number of recruits

In 1999-2000 we trained 12 mentors.  After considerable effort we recruited five potential undergraduates, four potential postgraduate trainees plus one mature prospective undergraduate making a total of ten mentees.  In 2000-2001 all the previous mentors agreed to take part in the project for a second year.  In addition we trained 12 new mentors making a total of 24.

In the second year knowledge of the project spread informally and a programme of social events where previous mentors and mentees shared their experiences with newcomers improved recruitment although the project remained highly labour intensive.  During this year of the project we recruited fourteen potential undergraduates and seven potential postgraduates making a total of twenty-one.  Although ideally mentees should have been matched one to one with mentors this was not always possible.  Mentee experience or travelling requirements were two of the factors that had a bearing on the placements. 

Preparing for the mentoring process

Preparation time was very short (December 1999 - January 2000).  For the sake of expediency we used printed materials as guidance for mentors from an existing mentoring programme produced by British Telecom; Business in the Community “Roots and Wings”.  This programme, although proving to be invaluable in terms of practical guidance, was not explicitly theorised with teaching in mind.  In order to support our mentors further we also drew on our own experience of mentoring trainee teachers and Gardiner’s (1998) work on ‘professional friendships’ which we felt was congruent with our own views. Gardiner's model incorporates twenty-five personal qualities that might be shared at a generic level in all formal mentoring programmes.  The qualities range from reliability and openness through to non -directiveness, to intuition and caring.  The model was developed to accommodate both the benefits and challenges of the mentoring dynamic.

The next stage of the programme was matching mentors to mentees.  Working on the principle that ’friendships are more likely to develop within rather than across categories of age, race, gender, education or income’ (Allan: 1989) we collected profiling data from both groups and matched individuals where possible in age and interests.  This meant that the largest proportion of mentors was from the under 35 age group.  They were teachers who were at a relatively early stage in their career.  Self declared ethnicity was also considered.  Of the two Afro-Caribbean mentees only one wished to be placed with a black mentor.  Mentees appeared to recognise the value of careful matching;  

“Matching is important.  The mentor needs to be open and receptive and aware of the questions that may be asked.”

“It was good having a mentor who was only eight years older, I felt I could communicate with him.’

It was also important to establish contractual obligations in order to make interpersonal boundaries easier to negotiate.  To achieve this a code of conduct drawn from ‘Roots and Wings’ was discussed with the mentors in the initial mentor training sessions.  Aspects of personal/role modelling relationships  were discussed as were opportunities to empower mentees by offering expertise, support, giving realistic advice, presenting an open and accepting attitude and using experience in a positive way. 

The challenges of mentoring described by MaNamara and Rogers (2000) in terms of polarities of “privilege/burden”, security/vulnerability, alliance/friendship were also focussed upon.  This gave mentors the chance to see the opportunities for defining their own role (Eliot and Calderhead, 1991) and did much to demonstrate the variety of contexts and therefore the variety of approaches which even this small number of mentors were likely to use when working with their mentees.  

Mentees in their turn were asked about their expectations of the project and the mentoring relationships.  Summaries of the perspectives of each group were shared with the other before they met.  The initial meeting between mentors and mentees was acknowledged as perhaps the hardest but also the most significant moment.  ‘I felt confident but it was also a bit scary, - but he really put me at ease’ reported one mentee. 

At the request of both mentors and mentees, a booklet of classroom based tasks similar to those given to teachers in their first year of training was provided to structure mentees’ learning.  One mentor’s view at the end of the project reflected the need for both structure and flexibility, which our approach acknowledged: ‘I think the mentoring process itself will always be as unique and individual as the people involved.’

This paper has focused so far on the initial stages of the project.  We were aware care and attention to detail at the induction stages was of crucial importance.  Retrospectively this proved to be so.  This paper now moves to consider the findings from two years of the project.   

Mentee’s attitudes to teaching 

The attitudes to primary teaching of the men who eventually participated in the induction activities indicated an acknowledgement of both the advantages and disadvantages of entering the profession.  They emphasised the intrinsic rather than extrinsic satisfactions of teaching and they placed a high value on working with children and young people.  However they were aware that  ‘the money is not superb’ and that the job had low status; ‘if you’re a university lecturer you know your stuff, but if you’re just teaching little kids basic words you’re not valued.’  

This ambivalence accords with Johnson’s findings that males saw primary teaching as ‘inherently unfashionable.’ (Johnson, 1999). One young mentee commented in anticipation of meeting with his mentor; 

’As there aren’t many men it’s good to work with them and hear about the good points of primary teaching.  You feel a bit suspicious when you see so few men in the profession.’

 A further interesting feature of the young mentees’ comments indicated independence of thought and the wish to be their own person and not to follow the same route as their peers.  Typical statements were:  ‘I am doing this because it is a bit different,’ and ‘I don’t worry too much about what other people think; I do what I want to’.

Professional friendships

There were inevitably differences that emerged in the relationships between mentors and mentees.  We do not wish to make the assumption that men, even of similar age, racial background and social class are likely to share a set of universal values.  The different histories and experiences of mentors and mentees all had a bearing on the nature of the professional friendships that they formed.  There were, for example, significant differences between what a Year 12/13 mentee would bring to the process compared with a newly qualified graduate. This in turn was different from the response of a mature graduate with significantly greater life and work experience.  These differences are not discussed in this paper.  Instead we focus on the issues that were common to all age groups.

The data collected at the end of the two cycles suggested that all but three of the mentoring partnerships successfully introduced the mentees to teaching through the development of what Gardiner (op cit) describes as a ‘professional friendship.’  The values, attitudes and skills of the mentors in focussing not only on the classroom teaching tasks provided by us, but also on the building of a relationship with their mentee were of crucial importance.  Mentors identified the following priorities in their interaction with mentees: reflection on teaching, challenging questioning, providing a role model and, in the words of one mentor, ‘giving a realistic view of what it means to be a primary school teacher.’  

The resulting relationships were described variously by participants as ‘comradeship’, and ‘a feeling of being in a team together.’  One mentee summed up the reflections of others indicating that his mentor was ‘ informative, critical and a friend.’

How were these professional friendships achieved?

The strategies used to achieve this relationship had a number of common features.  These could be attributed to both the thorough preparation of the mentors and to their individual commitment.  Careful induction was vital; it provided the opportunity to discuss with others in pleasant relaxed surroundings and all their contributions were valued.  Relationships were at their most successful when both mentors and the school were clear about their responsibilities and enthusiastic about the importance of the project.  At the start of the second cycle one new mentor commented ‘I have never sat in a room with group of primary men before and been able to discuss the issues of being in a minority.  This has been really interesting’

Once the mentors were convinced of the value of the project they willingly gave it their effort end energy and developed it in their own unique ways. 

One mentor described how he approached the role;

‘I asked myself: what prior experience do they have?  How assured do they seem?  How do I get on with them?’

He elaborated further; 

‘I tried to recall my first visits to schools when I was training and on placement at different schools.  What would I like to have known?  What would I like to have seen?  What would I like to have experienced?’ 

Another indicated;

‘I made sure my mentee wasn’t given anything too threatening or technically challenging to do.’ 

Mentors generally increased the level of challenge as the week progressed.  ‘He started with pairs of children, then working with a small group while I ran the rest of the class, then finally at the end of the week the whole class.’  An aspect of the experience for all the mentees was the opportunity if they wished to take the whole class.  Indeed for many this seemed to define what ‘proper teaching’ was.  The mentors carefully worked out the approach to the challenge of whole class teaching.  One commented on the final effort of his mentee.

‘I was keen to use his strengths so that by the end of the week he could visualise himself as a teacher.  It just seemed good for him to plan and teach a session about anything.  Its outcomes, differentiation and focus were weak but this was totally irrelevant.   He ran an activity, he got to feel like a teacher and that was all that mattered.’

This careful approach and the relationships that developed were appreciated by mentees.  One commented ‘we were never dropped in it’ 

The availability and openness of the mentors was remarkable.  Some kept in contact by e-mail; others invited their mentee out for a drink.  Relationships were clearly not confined to the school day.  One mentor indicated;

‘Adrian was very chatty and he had lots of questions.  He was very easy to work with.  Living within metres of each other we walked to school together and got plenty of time to discuss the experience.’ 

Some mentors also employed ‘a major signifier of successful masculinity’ (Epstein: 1998) as a device for bonding.  One Year 12 mentee was delighted to be ‘talking about football – Tottenham’.

One of Nardi’s barriers to male friendship (Nardi, 1992, p132) is reticence to reveal - to self disclose.  A-typically, self disclosure, defined by Derlega and Grzelak (1979, p152) as any information exchange that refers to the self, ... personal states, dispositions, events in the past and plans for the future, was used by some mentors as a strategy for furthering the relationship; 

One mentor indicated;

‘for my part as soon as I have built up a relationship in which I feel comfortable with a mentee then I will become much more revealing than other mentors may choose to be.  I feel that by being honest and open that the relationship can be a much more fruitful one for the mentee and me’.

Not all of his mentees, however responded;

‘I kept a check on his feelings every evening.  I sensed that he was not entirely comfortable discussing these and found it difficult to draw them from him.’

The importance of males as mentors

The mentees in this project had some basic concerns about teaching – they asked themselves: Can I cope?  Can I relate to children?  Will this role suit me?  As teacher trainers we recognise this as an issue for both men and women at the start of their career.  It was unsurprising therefore that both mentors and mentees acknowledged the importance of a mentor being a person who had answered these questions for themselves and was a good teacher first and a male second. 

However there was also strong sense that in a situation where a mentee was anxious about his suitability, the opportunity of the ‘one in a million chance that you have of getting a male teacher.’ was welcomed by all.  This meant that issues they felt concerned them, as a male minority were easier to raise, ’It was friendly’, recalled one mentor, ‘we shared experiences as men’.

Being relaxed in the company of their mentor meant that mentees felt that they focused on how to project themselves in the classroom.  Two mentees commented that when thinking about the use of gesture and of voice this was easier for them if they had a man as a model. 

‘When I worked with children alongside a woman I found my voice going higher and higher and some times using their gestures; I thought I have to rethink this, this is not me.’

The low number of men plus the prevailing stereotype of primary teaching as  ‘white, middle class, female and docile’ (Mead 1951/1962) means that there are a very limited number of images of men to identify with for those coming into the profession.  A teacherly image the men could relate to seemed important.

One graduate mentee described his own experience of the only male teacher he had encountered in primary school, 

‘He strode down the corridor and the kids saluted - like a sergeant major.’ 

This was not an image he could attach to; yet having worked alongside his primary teacher mother in her classroom he had a hunch that teaching would be something he would enjoy.  Contrary to his expectations he found his male mentor in the project had a soft voice and ‘spoke to the children with passion and enthusiasm.’  Thus he experienced an alternative to his earlier perception, an appropriate (for him) way of behaving with children that matched his own view, not simply ‘discipline man’ (Burn, 2001). 

Carrington describes the wish of graduate teachers in training to distance themselves from the cultural stereotypes associated with primary teaching. (Carrington, 2001 p14) The men in our project (at an earlier stage of career choice) hinted at concerns related to issues of sexuality, effeminacy, homosexuality or paedophilia labelling.  For example, two of the young mentees seemed to draw reassurance from the fact that their mentor was ‘a proper bloke,’ and to feel that this label of heterosexual male would also attach to them in the same circumstances.  

Touching children, the point at which male sexuality converges with practical teaching, concerned the mentees.  King refers to the issue of ’touch hysteria’ (1998, 2);

‘The necessity of teachers touching and the impossibility of men touching children as part of teaching.’(1998, 76) 

One mentee found that his mentor supported him in his concerns about this and gave practical advice,

‘I wanted to do the right thing.  You worry.  There’s a lot of media hype - it’s blown out of proportion.  He helped me by telling me what to do if a child fell over.’

Being a male with minority status, fitting into the staffroom environment, also recorded by Smedley (1997), was a further issue for the men in this study.  For the younger mentees there was the general concern, applicable to both men and women, of moving from being at school as a student to moving into the staff room as a prospective teacher.  Older mentees described the shock they experienced when walking into the staff room.  'It was just a sea of female faces,’ commented one.

Lewis (2001) reports that staff rooms can be unwelcoming for men where the conversation is described as ‘women’s talk‘ and the men feel unable to join in and subsequently isolated.  One of the men on this project indicated;

‘I have never been in this situation before - I didn’t know what to talk about. - I didn’t want to be seen as a predatory male because I was talking to women’.

His mentor, he felt, had supported him, ‘I had someone to talk with, someone I had something in common with - small talk; maybe with a woman this could have seemed unprofessional.’ 

There were further staff room challenges.  Two mentees reported surprise from

female teachers that a project to encourage more men to become primary 

teachers was necessary.  One mentee remarked;

‘The women think, why do they (men) need help; they will be heads in a few years‘ 

Finally and more generally, the mentees were universally positive about their experience ‘The week was so good.  It was a context for exploration, a chance to ask questions-they were very honestly answered’. 

High points came from working with the children: ‘Going solo with the class it was worth a whole week off work to have that experience’.  One older mentee reported.  ‘It was wonderful seeing the light go on.‘ another added.  The week confirmed for them that they could ‘connect.’ with children.  A number felt that they had had the reassurance that ‘just because you’re a man doesn’t mean you can’t work with young children’.

Conclusion  

The small scale of this project, the limitations of time and the limitations on data collection make our conclusions tentative.  Nevertheless, there is evidence that mentoring as a strategy made a significant contribution to the career experiences of the mentees, widening their ‘horizons for action’ in terms of career choice.  Progress through a mentoring process helped to confirm their view of teaching.  For 60% of potential undergraduates and 80% of potential post graduates, this led to application or indication of a likely application for a training place.  For others it revealed that teaching was not for them and hence prevented them from taking up a training place with the likelihood of subsequent withdrawal. 

Being part of the mentoring process enabled Year 12 /13 students, new graduates and older men thinking of changing career to engage in a “professional friendship” with other males who shared their interests and who were prepared to support them.  This openness and the image of teaching presented by the mentors was significant in dispelling the notion of primary teaching as solely “women’s work.” 

Being mentored reinforced for the mentees that working with young children was something that males could be good at, could invest in, could find enjoyable, and gain satisfaction and reward from.  The difficult questions about being the male minority in a primary school could be discussed openly.  The mentoring relationship was powerful.  It provided support from a mentor who shared common ground with his mentee, Lloyd’s emphasis on the importance of a mentor being  “someone who had experienced what they were going through, who understood and had been there” (1999:19) was confirmed by the mentees on this project.

In a number of ways the men in this study were not typical.  In many senses we were pushing at an open door of mentees in that the majority had worked with or encountered young children as for example parents, sports coaches, school reading tutors before the mentoring experience.  They had crossed the threshold in the sense that they had accepted that, although unusual for a male, primary teaching might be something they would enjoy and through which they could gain identity and self worth. 

The need, in the words, of one of the young mentees in this project ’to be cool’ may make young men disguise their attraction to move into what they perceive as “women’s work” or to disregard it all together.  Lloyd’s research evidence on young men in the job market indicates a complex picture of job choice as being ‘cluttered and often dominated by issues of gender assumptions about the job itself and what this would say to others about the person in the job.’ (Lloyd, 2000 p5). Perhaps the project has cleared away some of the clutter for some of the men involved.

Any public image of a profession is a powerful tool in creating what is possible and normal.  If we want to increase the number of men in primary schools current stereotyping is unhelpful.  There is much work to be done if we are to counter the view that primary teaching is for women only and a ‘funny job for a man’. 

‘What do my friends think of me becoming a primary school teacher?  Some of them I don’t tell - they know me in another way.  It’s sort of schizophrenic.’

The trainee who made this comment clearly had problems revealing his commitment to a job he loves and is very good at.

This was not a project without its problems.  However, here we have focussed on its not inconsiderable success.  Mentoring programmes such as the one described above which give mentees the opportunity to discuss issues related to masculinity, gender and the workplace can make an important contribution to career decision making and breaking down stereotypes.  One argument for their continuation, in spite of being highly labour intensive, is that there is the potential to liberate a greater proportion of men from conventional expectations and in the case of younger men their peer group.  Perhaps such empowerment would lead to the confidence shown by one mentee who after the programme applied for a place on a PGCE; 

‘The project helped me think about my role as a male teacher in school. I recognised that I did not have to be there just to push the piano out, to play football, or be the token disciplinarian – all stereotypes I expected- it helped me to see that I could be different from that – that it was not just what I could do as a male, but what I am as a person.’  
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Young Children and their Conceptions of Interactivity

HELEN BUTCHER, RICHARD EKE & MANDY LEE  Early Years Research Group,  Faculty of  Education, University of the West of England. 

Background

The advent of a range of domestic and educational electronic interactive media has produced similar anxieties to those associated with the advent of television (see for example Liebert and Sprafkin, 1988).  These expressions of  public concerns, sometimes referred to as ‘moral panic’ have heightened interest in young children’s use of  video and computer games, and in particular domestic usage. The data from television studies regarding plot comprehension and age (Collins, 1983) can suggest that the youngest children are naive viewers and reinforce an underlying concern with their naiveté and innocence.  The lessons learned from television (eg Fisch & Truglio, 2001) link specific age related consumer characteristics with related design innovations that use the appeal of age/audience related media characteristics for educationally worthwhile purposes.  Similar trends are beginning to emerge with regard to the use of ICT.  Studies have tended to focus on design features and educational use, domestic consumption and the impact of use on educational achievement. (Cooper and Brna, 2000;  Revelle, Medoff & Strommen, 2001). For some years television has been depicted as a resource for learning and making meaning (Eke 1997, extended to ICT Eke & Taylor, 2000) and for positioning self as a consumer (Browne, 1999; Buckingham, 1993).

With respect to the youngest viewers the data to date from the cognitive perspective indicate that they demonstrate through selective attention to the screen that they are making active viewing choices.  The development of their viewing preference, understanding of character representation, programme boundaries, and televisual/ real life comparisons are consistent with this view  (eg Liebert & Sprafkin, 1988). There is a convergence of evidence that children come to the screen with existing schematic understandings built through activity and that they use these and change these understandings in coming to understand television, with play being an important contributor to the process (Eke 1986). The screen is another medium that children interact with in the inevitable and culturally invariant sequence of their development. This cognitive perspective has been subject to some critique since the 1980s and as a consequence minor changes in methodology have led to changing conceptions of children’s achievements as viewers. The absence of any consideration of pupil viewing purposes has been noted, as has the need for more detailed scrutiny of media (eg verbal track, specific images identifying character, Hodge & Tripp, 1986).  A movement in the early years towards increasing complexity in responses to the medium has been identified so that  by six a content related understanding of the medium is developing (Eke, 1997). In the early years  play and performance provide a spontaneous commentary on the media (Eke, 1986). Around six years of age gender differences and a gradual increase in reliance on linguistic means to organise retellings (Hickman, 1985) are apparent and there is a decline in the view that television equals ‘unreal’ (eg Palmer, 1986).  Usage of the medium is seen as intrinsically social, and the significance of assisted learning has been identified (Buckingham, 1993).

Some current concerns identified with regard to children’s usage of ICT resources, especially for entertainment purposes, reflect concerns that have been voiced whenever mass media productions have positioned children as an audience. Studies of television indicate some potential issues for our research and suggest that age, gender, and social context of usage are linked with the development of medium specific understandings. Television and video have connections with other electronic media but information and communications technologies raise issues that have not been identified in studies of television, in particular the question of interactivity. Conceptions of interactivity are central to our agenda and thus a key research question.

The meaning of interactivity is elusive and little is known of the conceptions of younger users. For the purposes of this study we regarded younger users as  children of 4-7 years of age. Following from Shabajee & Postlethwaite (1999) interactivity can be conceived of as a kind of nexus of related events. These might be crudely located around hardware issues, software issues and the social context of the use. Interactivity has been explored in terms of pupils ability to use input devices (See Revelle, Medoff & Strommen, 2001) with research contributing to product design and illustrating the social nature of the activity as well as the enthusiasm children demonstrated for making their own meaning.

Our initial web search on interactivity and young children produced twenty one hits,all of which were marketing toys for young children under the label ‘interactive’. The  presentations suggested that interactive toys were desirable for their educational/developmental value.  We note that alongside issues of hardware, software and social context in defining interactivity, merchandising can also begin to define the term.

Data from television related research suggest that in school settings children may talk about titles, characters, physical operation and peer usage (Eke, 1986). All of the features we have discussed here may contribute to children’s understanding of activity.  Our enquiry seeks to explore questions of interactivity, prioritising the perspectives of the children in our study. This led us to the formulation of the following research questions:

1. What is information and communications interactivity for young children?

In seeking to define conceptions of interactivity and young children we have identified the market as one feature, positioning children (or adult purchasers) as consumers.  Buckingham (1993) reminds us of how older children position themselves both with regard to the media and their peers in terms of consumption.  In our enquiries we wish to leave open the possibility of young children as active agents (Sullivan, 1987) in their use of a range of interactive technologies.

2. In what ways are they familiar with a range of technologies?

Cook & Finlayson (1999, p18) provide a view of the available media as organised grouping of electronic applications. They define interactivity in terms of devices that are responsive to and controllable by users. They have an input device, a central processor and an output device. Personal computers are central to their  organisation of electronic devices, with electronic toys and games at the periphery and games consuls nearer the centre. 

We have modified and updated their presentation of devices in Figure 1.
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A table of interactive devices reflects currently available domestic technologies. At one level we can learn which devices children are familiar with. We are also interested in how they become familiar with them, and the ways in which they talk about them. 

One further way in which interactivity can be defined is in terms of software employed.  From the point of view of the child user our initial response is to allow space for children to comment on issues of genre, tasks, ease of use, and often character and plot.

3. In what contexts do they access ICT resources? 

Studies of children’s viewing behaviour at home indicate that the idea of the viewer in isolation with the  screen is misleading and that whilst the television is on they talk to others (and there is some evidence that assisted learning takes place), play with toys, go to another room, or cuddle pets (Palmer, 1986; St Peters et al 1991). We take this perspective to suggest that the view of children engrossed by the computer screen may be similarly misleading. It raises questions of  the  context of use and of assisted learning. We might also take from viewing studies the significance of gender, age and of economic circumstances of the users.   

Research Approach
In exploring this agenda we were concerned to understand the meanings that younger children made of contemporary interactive media. Thus our research approach required us to listen to young children and to find ways to empower their talk. The work  of Clark & Moss (2001) in early years settings has emphasised the importance of listening to children and of empowering the voice of the child. We have adapted  the Mosaic technique they describe, which focuses on the collection of data from and about individual children, to one that focuses on groups of children discussing a specific topic. The group approach lends itself readily to working in infant schools and reflects our interest in how pupils assist each other and assist adults in the production of shared meanings (Rogoff, 1989) 

The group work was undertaken with three groups of six children who, in their teacher’s view, would enjoy the activities and talking about them. We worked with three focus groups from different schools with each group corresponding to an infant school year group. All of our enquiries were conducted in fairly affluent school settings. Here we are using a teacherly shorthand that raises issues with regard to benchmarking the socio economic status of the school community and individual pupils attending the schools involved, it is an interim marker.

The research activities were intended to interest the children, engage them in making meanings, and be age appropriate. We produced two texts, designed to reflect the range of issues we have identified in understanding interactivity, as a basis for discussion with children.  In addition we each undertook a practical activity with the children in which they produced an illustrated guide to the ICT resources in their school. Thus the activities undertaken by the children were as follows:

Discussion Book (1) 

An illustrated text in which a puppet caterpillar visits a desk top computer in a school setting. Caterpillar is pictured on different components.

Intended to provoke discussion about school based ICT and pupil knowledge of resources.

Children’s Book

Children are asked to photograph a tour of ICT facilities in the school.

Preparation of text to accompany the images. 

Intended to prioritise the children’s knowledge and control of resources and the production of text to allow them to begin to anchor the meanings they associate with the images. 
Discussion Book (2)

An illustrated text in which a puppet crow looks at a range of domestic technologies,

Intended to facilitate discussion of a variety of interactive technologies and their domestic use.


The researchers made field notes during the discussions and these were supplemented by audio recordings.

Main findings

In reporting our findings we should note that there was a small variation in the grouping arrangements for one school and that in one session the tape recorder failed. 
Four and five year olds
The group comprised 3 girls and 3 boys ranging from four plus to five plus.

An issue that arose in working with children of this age was how to introduce discussion of  concepts of interactivity without unduly influencing the subsequent discussion. The use of the  caterpillar handpuppet ‘Charlie’ was found to elicit pupil responses. The text was shared with the children and was then read with and by the group. Their responses to the repeating text “Charlie is sitting on, falling off, looking at the computer, keyboard, printer, monitor” were noteworthy. Chanting as a group they several times ‘read’ (substituted) computer instead of the correct noun imposing their generalised understanding of the technology over the specific items. This imprecision mirroring adult conflation between e.g. video tape and VCR was a feature of all three sessions.

The children were prompted to use a digital camera to take pictures of things in their classroom which they thought Charlie might like. The children immediately focused on the lap top which the researcher took to the school with a digital camera and was new to the children. It was spontaneously described as “a fold up computer” by two children. The focus of their attention was on the importance of the use of electricity, on the presence of movement, and that the technology responded to their action.

Using a second naïve character a second text, featuring a range of domestic information technology – Crow – prompted a virtual, that is, oral journey, around the different rooms in these children’s houses in an attempt to find out about their domestic experience of interactivity.

The VCR was described by one child as ‘the bottom of the television’ and another as ’the radio’ despite having three video tapes pictured beside it – this is another instance of the imprecision alluded to earlier.

The four and five year olds did not recognise a joystick and only one recognised a play station. All reported that they had neither television nor computer in their bedroom though each child had one in their home– either ‘in the office’(3), ‘in the back room’(1) or in the living room(2). When asked whether they used the computer and who with, they all said they used the computer to play games on. Two children reported that some of the games ‘were already on the computer ‘ and some were on CD-ROMS. They mentioned software with ants. 

The children identified the importance of CD-ROMS but identified their significance in terms of games.  As well as ants, Tweenies were mentioned. They all recognised keyboard, mouse, and printer.

Five and Six Year Olds 

There were four boys and two girls in this group who were from five plus to six plus. The first session introduced the children to the ‘information technology’ focus of the sessions. The Caterpillar book focused their attention on computers and they were fairly familiar with terminology describing the parts of the computer. They were able to name accurately most parts of the equipment shown, although the processor was described as ‘ the electric box where you plug things in’. The children identified the CD slot and further discussion of CDs followed. There was considerable discussion of CDs largely related to games and the user response - does the CD in the machine ‘do what you say’, or ‘You have to do what it says’, or ‘You could have both’.

As in other settings the children responded positively to the digital photography exercise. The sorts of images discussed included computer games, logging on, Charlie at the screen, looking at the printer, photocopier and television. A later listing added tape recorder, printer, roma, telephone, computer. The child’s text to accompany the images made reference to action,  looking, listening and pressing buttons featured here, including ‘Charlie is pressing a button to try and get into the computer’. The pupil definitions  covered : 

“Its got electric”

“You have to plug it in“

“Got batteries “

“Its a machine that can send messages to other people“

“Press a button and something happens.”

In looking at the Laptop the children noticed the term BIOS and reported that it was something  ‘only juniors know about’. 

In the session where the children shared the ‘Crow’ book all the items were recognised by all the children with the exception of the joystick, identified by two boys. The microphone/headset hardware was described as a computer that is like a phone. The terms remote and zapper were used to describe remote controls. Five out of the six children reported a computer at home, belonging to dad or mum. Three had games consoles. In this case shared use of these was reported for younger siblings only (none had older siblings). Again there was considerable discussion of available games which were described by key character, brand, or sport related activity. The pupils identified four kinds of CD, video, games, information and music.

Six and Seven Year Olds

The Y2 group consisted of six children, three boys and three girls.  They ranged from six plus to seven plus in age.  The first session introduced the children to the ‘information technology’ focus of the sessions.  However the children were quite uncertain about the term ‘information technology’; comments included ‘…something I don’t understand’ and ‘…something to do with Science’.  The Caterpillar book focused their attention on computers and they were fairly familiar with terminology describing the parts of the computer, although they were more interested in the actual book and how the pictures were produced than the content of the book.

The second session involved the children photographing information technology around the school.  The children were very excited about using the digital camera to the extent that they may have chosen more objects to photograph than they would otherwise have done.  There was some discussion about which objects to photograph.  All the children viewed items such as the class computer, the tape recorder and the video as information technology.  Some choices were justified by the existence of electricity or wires: the kettle was included because 

“It is technology because it is electric and the electric makes the water get hot”

“The oven is made out of wires and it hottens things up”

 “The office telephone is information technology because it just uses wires to contact other people who live a long way away”

These justifications were very specific and connected with the words ‘information technology’, however other items were included because there seemed to be a general sense that they make something happen; the light switch makes the light go on and the calculator  “Tells you the answers when you type down little buttons with numbers on it”. 

Following the second session the pictures were downloaded from the camera and the children then assisted in copying them from individual files and pasting them into a Word document and formatting them so that writing could be wrapped alongside them.  After a brief demonstration, all the children were able to do this very competently, even though it was clear that they had no prior experience of this.  Their enthusiasm for changing the pictures and developing their ‘book’ mirrored their initial interest in the format of the Caterpillar book.

In the session when the children looked through the Crow book, they knew what most of the items were except the scanner, which they thought was a laptop, and the remote control devices were called ‘zappers’.  Only one of the children, Dominic, knew the word ‘joystick’.  It was Dominic who then went on, very excitedly to talk about all the things he had in his house…’a printer, a joystick, a computer…a keyboard, a mouse, and Nintendo 64...you play games on it…like Supermario and Zelda, Football and racing…’.  Alfie joined in to help with this long list and later identified that Crow had found a Dreamcast.  He went on to list his own games including all the Tomb Raider games.  The two boys were much more active in these conversations about what Crow had found, and about what Crow would find in their house.  They talked about playing games at other children’s houses and playing them with friends and Alfie said that he played his Tony Hawk games with his five-year-old brother.  Alfie also used the computer to produce his football practice schedules.  The girls referred more to electric items of the sort that the children photographed in the school, and also television and videos.  Only one of the two girls had a computer at home which she used sometimes on her own for playing games.  She had four games, one of which was a spelling game. 

Summary

We are cautious of identifying a developmental sequence from our data, although it does seem that there are changes in the responses of young children to interactive media during the years from four to seven. Our data do not suggest a smooth line of development but rather are suggestive of changes in each age phase. The changes do not appear to be of equal measure,  nor to flow in a single direction. 

The four to five year old children used the generic term computer to describe the hardware illustrated in the Charlie text, although they could also identify the keyboard, mouse, CD drive and printer. None could identify the joystick and only one recognised a games console. The children identified the importance of CDs for the use of the hardware and were familiar with a small number of games. All the children reported domestic access to a computer and that they used it for playing games. In the production of their text their imputed ‘Charlie’ with agency, he looked at resources. The range of resources reported by the children was limited and focussed on the immediate and novel. In discussing interactivity they identified movement and electricity as key characteristics.

The five and six year old children were clearer on the names for equipment, although they did not identify the processor, two boys identified the joystick, and the games console was identified using various brand names, the scanner was not recognised. Five out of the six children reported access to a home computer and three had games consoles, suggesting that as children get older parents make available/children request access to a wider range of resources.  Again the pupils identified CDs as particularly important and prioritised their use for play. They also named a wider range of CD games using  key characters and game titles to identify them. They recognised a variety of uses for CDs and identified four main genre. There are close parallels here with findings on children’s responses to television.  In their discussion of CDs they raised issues of agency regarding control and the software, and Charlie was an active agent in their text. They were aware of a wide range of interactive technologies in their school, and this included the activity of logging on. Their definition of interactivity showed a focus on electricity and action in response to input, although they were more sophisticated in their discussion of electricity, two sources of electricity were identified, and message sending was included in their definition. The children saw themselves as learning more about the technology during their school years. The children were beginning to use the technology socially.

The six and seven year olds were able to engage with terms they were unfamiliar with in a speculative manner and showed a greater interest in the production of text than the contents. They readily identified hardware, a boy recognised the joystick and they mistook the scanner for a laptop. The boys and one girl reported access to a domestic computer and two to games consoles. ‘Zappers’ was the preferred term for remote controls. One boy was able to identify the precise brand of games console. The boys listed a range of technologies they had access to and provided a long list of games they enjoyed playing. They played with younger siblings and friends, visiting each other to play games. The girls made greater reference to videos and television. Their usage was increasingly in social setting and some for social purposes.

The children’s interest in text production carried through into their production of texts and again this corresponds with work with young children on the use of video (Eke, 1997) with a matching engagement with framing images.  Given the opportunity, it would seem that these children were more interested in creating meaning than in reading meaning from published texts. In discussing interactivity they made explicit links between using electricity and making things happen and justifying the inclusion of items that met this criterion. 

Discussion
The significance of using interactive technology for play purposes is apparent throughout the age range, as is the importance children attach to CDs in the use of interactive technology. The youngest users could name some features of the computer and appear to use technology in domestic settings under adult supervision but in isolation, none reported use with other children.  Their perception of available technologies was linked to the immediate and novel.  Their definition of interactivity involved movement and electricity. This study indicates that there is a sudden jump in the responses of five and six year olds who can identify a range of technologies and have a more overtly active view of using technology.  Like most children in this study they reported access to computers in domestic settings and some children also reported use of games consoles. It may be a product of the children we were working with that social usage was reported within the family with younger siblings.

The discussion of CDs showed an awareness of a wider range of CD resources and these were classified by function. They were aware of a wide range of technologies within the school and their discussion of interactive technology showed greater sophistication in discussion of the role of action, sources of electricity and the importance of sending messages. They were able to discuss questions of agency with regard to the use of the resources and anticipated they would learn more about ICT during their primary school years. By six and seven the children we worked with were increasingly sophisticated in their response to technology with a real enthusiasm for using the technology to make meaning. They were familiar with the terms used and with a range of resources and knowledge of a wide range of games. Usage was becoming increasing gender related with boys showing greater knowledge of technical terms. Although play/leisure activities employing technology was reported by all children the girls preferred televisual entertainment while the boys reported games playing as a social activity. Only at this age was use of the technology for social purposes reported. They were able to debate the meaning of interactivity explicitly identify the use of electricity to make things happen in response to action and justify their use of terms against the definitions they produced. 

The work reported here illustrates a way in which the Mosaic approach can be adapted to explore children’s understanding of interactivity in a way which enables them to voice their experience. As teachers we noted the positive response of the children to using the technology to produce a real text.  Given the concerns that are expressed about children’s writing, there is real potential in the use of interactive media to create opportunities for children to create texts with genuine enthusiasm.  In order to do so they will need to be knowledgeable users of the resources.
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'I Want to Prove to Myself That I Can do This!': Risk and Uncertainty in the Construction of Personal Biographies for Access Students 

RICHARD WALLER  PhD student, University of the West of England

This article is based upon a paper presented at UWE's Centre for Critical Theory's conference on 17 January 2002, the theme of which was 'Trust, Risk and Uncertainty'. 

ABSTRACT This paper is a preliminary discussion of research findings from a PhD study that began within UWE’s Education Faculty in September 2001. It will seek to outline provisional thoughts as to how notions of risk and uncertainty are employed in the construction of personal biographies for (mature) students on an Access course. Extracts from interviews undertaken with the students will be used in an effort to ground the theory in personal experience. The fear of failing the course, thus reinforcing previous negative experiences of the education system and further damaging an already low self‑esteem is paramount for some of the cohort. Others meanwhile express worries over how non‑academic issues including relationship or monetary pressures may jeopardise their chances of success.

Introduction

Much recent government policy in respect of Higher Education has focused upon increasing student numbers, particularly from traditionally under-represented groups (HEFCE 2000a, HEFCE 2000b). As Baxter and Britton (2001) suggest, this is seen as being both desirable for society in terms of economic and human capital needs, and empowering for the individual in terms of opening up employment opportunities and aiding self-development. Mature students are central to this planned expansion, and Access courses at Further Education colleges are the most likely route for many of them. Such courses are often presented as routes to the certainty of greater long-term economic and social rewards. This certainty is the very opposite of risk, and, as my study shows, is far from the actual experience of those undertaking such academic programmes.

Background to study

This paper is a provisional report on a work in progress. Many areas that form the focus of my on-going research will be introduced here, areas that are to be examined as my study progresses. I began my PhD in the Faculty of Education, University of the West of England, last September, looking at mature students and their experiences of the transition from an FE Access course onto university. The findings here are drawn from a preliminary analysis of five of the first 20 semi-structured interviews.

Following an overview of the project, I will outline the theoretical framework for the study. The notions of 'uncertainty', and 'risk' will be discussed by considering their part in the construction of the biographies of the five Access students. Whilst there are quantitative elements to my research, I will not be drawing upon them here. I will instead ground the theoretical notions chosen in the words of the interviewees themselves. In terms of representation, the rich data gained by these interviews will illustrate their (and, I hope, my) ideas.  Methodologically, I value an acknowledgement of the role and influence of the researcher in the research process, and am seeking to reflect upon that here as well.  

In this paper I will focus on interview data from a cross-section of 5 of my 20 interviewees. The 20 were chosen as a sample from across all Access pathways in the college. They all began their full-time studies in September 2001. The five, all of whose ethnicity is self-identified as ‘white’, ‘British’ or ‘white UK’, are as follows:

Elizabeth is a middle-class woman in her mid-20s with a strong family history of participation in HE. She is now on the Access to Teaching pathway, having tried a succession of short-term (usually non-manual) jobs since leaving school.

Sasha is a single mum in her 30s with a rather unconventional educational background in that she went to a 'free school'. She has travelled and worked abroad quite widely and held a variety of jobs in the UK, including most recently a period of self-employment. 

Jim, in his early 40s, grew up in Northern Ireland. As a child, he enjoyed a stable middle class family background. He is estranged from the mother of his son, and has had a range of jobs in the computing industry. He is on an Access route into engineering.

Max is an ex-milkman in his late 20s, and had grown up in a large working class family. He is separated from the mother of his two pre-school children and is now studying on a Humanities programme. He now lives in a house with other students.

Geraldine is 36. She was originally from a poor council estate in the city, and has only worked casually in low-skill, poorly paid jobs since the birth of her daughter, now 16. She too is a single mother, and, like Sasha, on an Access to Science pathway.

Where and how are the students’ assessment of risk and uncertainty taking place? 

For Shah (1994:261) returning to education as an adult ‘...is a public exposure of one's ignorance.' This exposure is a form of risk, one that I am seeking to explore in my research. My own return to full-time studies has involved major changes to my life and a careful assessment of risk. However, in contrast to my experience of having left fairly secure employment to become a research student, most of the Access students within this study are undergoing even greater exposure to uncertainty and changes in identity. They have ceased to be full-time workers, family carers or unemployed persons, and are now full-time students, in most cases for the first time since leaving school. As Elizabeth acknowledges of her peers, ‘(w)e’ve all come (to education) and given up things…everybody is here for a reason’. 

For Giddens (1991), this process of reflecting upon one’s changing sense of self is an inevitable aspect of contemporary life. Yet while many are struggling to come to terms with the identity change involved in becoming an FE student, they are already being made to consider 'the next step' - university - and the contingent risks that this entails, as mapped out below. Because of the timing of the UCAS application cycle coinciding with these interviews, the students' minds were focused on two important questions: 'Where do I want to go to university?' and 'What will I study?'. Inevitably this involves an assessment of whether applying for one university or course rather than another will involve greater levels of uncertainty. For example, would going to the University of Bristol be ‘riskier’ than joining UWE? Would they feel comfortable, that they would ‘fit in’ there? Will studying say, Philosophy, lead to a job upon graduation? Would it exacerbate their alienation from relationship networks to a greater extent than a more vocational degree might? 

Ball, Maguire and Macrae (2000) suggest that such reflexivity, which can have both short and long term components, is something that people approach with varying levels of enthusiasm. And as Douglas (1992) noted, perceptions of risk, whilst - or possibly because - they are socially constructed, vary from one individual or social group to another. They are not therefore objective, as rational choice theorists would tend to claim, but subjective in a manner informed by social factors, including the influence of power, especially perhaps in the economic sphere. These are concepts central to an individual’s sense of self-identity and their assessment of the effect of gender, class, ethnicity, family or relationship status and indeed all other aspects of social stratification.

For all students then, some process of self-evaluation and assessment of the likelihood of success of any chosen course of action is necessary. Bloomer and Hodkinson (1997) remind us that ('young') people are forced to address 'who they are' when entering FE. My thoughts at this juncture are that the mature students in my study have, to a large extent, done this before entering FE, since their decision to do so inevitably requires a greater element of reflexive evaluation than it does for, say, the vast majority of school-leavers. This is because for school-leavers, entering college is possibly one of a more limited set of choices. 

But, for the new students on the Access course, the impetus to dramatically alter their lives had generally been too strong to be ignored. As Giddens (1991:73) suggests: 

‘‘(t)aking charge of one’s life’ involves risk, because it means confronting a diversity of open possibilities. The individual must be prepared to make more or less a complete break with the past, if necessary, and to contemplate novel courses of action that cannot be simply guided by established habits. Security attained by sticking with established patterns is brittle, and at some point will crack.’ (my emphasis). 

For the students in my study, I am interested in what causes the 'cracking' of the 'security' – what led the individual to make the decision to return to study?

Ball et al (2000) distinguish between 'active' and 'inert' choices to enter Further Education. Many of the teenage study group in their book were 'guided', either by parents and/or teachers at school into 'staying-on'. By contrast, most Access students meanwhile made the decision to return to education, in some cases after a 'break' of decades, themselves. They have often waited for the appropriate time to return to study. The trigger for this could well be changes to family circumstances - a child starting school or leaving home for instance (Geraldine here), a break-up of a relationship (Max), the death of someone close (Jim), or simple frustration at the lack of employment opportunities (Elizabeth and Sasha particularly, but all of them to varying degrees). The reason(s) that people joined the Access course now is something that I am exploring in the interviews, and will be seeking to report on elsewhere later. 

What risks are most relevant? 

Beck (1992) refers to ‘the rise and spread of the culture of individualism and economics of individualization’ in contemporary society. It is this increasing individualization, arising at least in part from the fragmentation of the working classes with respect to employment situations that I am looking to focus on here first. Traditional working class communities based around manufacturing and heavy industries are virtually a thing of the past. Those from such backgrounds, particularly the men, often struggle to find meaningful employment in a rapidly changing world dominated by the growth of the service sector and forces of economic globalisation. In terms of Hutton’s (1995) ‘thirty, thirty, forty society’, many Access students are from the disadvantaged ‘low skill-no skill’ groups, those most at risk in terms of the vagaries of the market economy. From the five selected for consideration here and outlined above, all but Jim would probably be classified thus. Castells (1998:161) called such demarcation the divide between ‘valuable and non-valuable people and locales’. 

Most Access students recognise the need for decisive action in the form of embarking upon a course of study to enable this 'problem' to be addressed. Jim for instance suggested he sought ‘…a complete change in lifestyle, a complete change in direction in my life…’. In a sense, they are often seeking to avoid being exposed to excessive future risk or uncertainty in the job market, but in order to do so, they have entered into a whole new area of risk and uncertainty, albeit for a limited, but not insignificant, period of time. And some of course risk not only their own situations, on a variety of levels as outlined below, but those of their family too – especially in terms of time and money. I will briefly consider three areas of risk, the importance of which is already becoming clear in my research: financial, academic failure and damage to relationships. These were the three most cited sources of concern in the interviews. 

Financial risk

In respect of future economic rewards, Davies and Williams (2001) claim that students tend to consider the decision to return to study in a fairly instrumentalist manner, as a form of 'private investment'. For many mature students, study on the course is usually seen as a means to change - and hence improve - their lives, especially in terms of bettering their position in the job market. Underlying this is a general belief that the 'return' on such an 'investment', usually in terms of greater career choice and earning potential, is high. Sasha for example sees her future without the course as doing ‘soul-destroying jobs that I don’t like, simply because I need the money’. Geraldine also ‘wants to use (her) brain…(and)…to do something with a bit of job satisfaction’. Both feel a degree to be the best means of achieving a more enjoyable working environment. In the sample of the interview cohort chosen for consideration here, greater job satisfaction was generally rated above increased earning potential in terms of reasons for seeking to undertake a degree course. From the interviewees as a whole, there was a strong desire to ‘put something back’ into society, and most sought public sector careers as longer-term goals. 

However, in terms of government policy formulation, these factors do not really feature highly. The whole system of student funding is geared towards an individual being motivated to study in order to earn more money. None of the five interviewees here particularly expressed this aim though. Where this is the case, as Davies and Williams (2001) amongst others maintain, the apparent confidence of policy makers in their funding regimes is not usually shared by the students themselves. As Egerton and Parry (2001) have highlighted, assumptions underpinning policy decisions relating to student finance and other areas are generally founded upon notions of younger graduates who can look forward to a longer working life. In addition to this, Davies and Williams note that there are further consequences in terms of uncertain outcomes arising from participation in HE. These include the subsequent fiscal and other implications particularly relevant to mature students. For example, they earn less on average than other graduates, are more likely to find subsequent employment in the public sector, are more likely than average to go to a new university and, perhaps of greatest relevance in the short term at least, are likely to have greater opportunity costs in the form of loss of earnings.  Any 'investment' in terms of time, effort and money spent studying then is likely to be less secure, to be of greater short term cost and carry more economic risk than for younger students.

Academic Failure

Davies and Williams (2001) amongst others have claimed that fear of academic failure is probably less common for younger students than mature ones such as my Access cohort. This is perhaps because ‘A’ Level passes, especially if at high grades, are frequently seen as validating their presence at university. Qualifications such as the Access certificate are perhaps compared unfavourably against this 'A' Level 'gold-standard', not just by the more 'traditional' universities, but the public at large. To quite a few Access students, being seen as ‘not good enough’ is a real fear, and one that itself often has its routes in an unsuccessful academic history. Confidence is central to a student’s biographical construction, how they see themselves. Even so, confidence and success outside an educational setting does not guarantee the same inside it. As Peters (1997:199) suggests, whilst mature students may be 'powerful people…outside the academic institution', they may experience disempowerment, often resulting from a lack of confidence or perceptions of 'risk', upon entering it. For many, the potential for failure is chancing more harm to an already low self-esteem. Sasha for instance, a woman who has enjoyed success in other areas of life, suggested:

"I've always convinced myself that I'm thick…I want to prove to myself that I can do this…(the course) has bought up all that (negative) stuff from school…the ‘failure feeling’…I think I have to work twice as hard as anyone else. So even if I pass, I think it's not normal…it's confidence problems really…I'm quite scared about the effect it will have on me if I don't (complete) the course…it took quite a lot of guts for me to do this. I'm petrified I'll fail. It took me a long time to pluck up the courage really - to risk failure…it would be really difficult…where would I go next?" 

Max meanwhile was perhaps a little more positive about the possibility of being unsuccessful academically, claiming: 'I feel I would have still gained a lot, even if I fail (the course)'. He clearly sees the benefits of going to university: ’I want to be more intelligent…I want an education'. On the other hand, Geraldine is apparently doing it as much for other people, to challenge their perception of her, as for her own sense of self-worth: 

'If I can complete the Access course anyway, whether I get to university or not, at least there's something down on paper to say I'm not stupid…'cos I get really angry at people who think that, because I've got a Bristolian accent, I must be quite stupid…I'm 36 years old and people still talk to me like I'm a little girl'. 

Perhaps these contrasting approaches could suggest that Max and Geraldine have less at risk in terms of potential damage to an already fragile self-esteem. 

Personal relationships

Many Access students are concerned about the impact of studying upon their family and existing social networks. The responsibility of children particularly complicates the position for many of them. Elizabeth for instance demonstrated an awareness of the potential costs to family life when she claims: 'I'm quite lucky that I haven't got children. I can't imagine how difficult it would be if I did have'. Speaking of her long-standing social circle, Sasha suggested ‘(a) lot of my friends are quite threatened by me doing the course, and would probably rather that I wasn't doing it.’ And Max claims 'I struggle to fit everything in. I've got children who I see at the weekend, and a part-time job…if there's much more work (at university) then I'm going to have plenty of difficulties'. Such concerns, focussing as they do upon potentially negative consequences, embody reflective notions of 'social risk'. 

The biggest actual area for change and renegotiation of relationship is, perhaps unsurprisingly, between spouses and partners, especially where it is the woman who has become the student. 'Traditional' roles of 'housewife' and/or 'mother' are frequently jeopardised by changes in status or sense of identity. Notions of where priorities should lay - with studies or domestic duties - underpins much of this. For many, this probably becomes an area of increasing difficulty as academic studies progress and the ‘honeymoon period’ of the first term ends.

Just how 'risky' is it to study on an Access course? 

Ironically, for some of the cohort, studying on such a programme is actually seen as a way of reducing a possibly greater risk – that of failure at university. I asked all of the interviewees whether they would have accepted a university place if it had been already offered before joining the Access course. Most said that they would not, that they did not feel ready. The Access programme is seen as a way to re-acclimatise to education. Elizabeth for instance talked of 'developing herself' before going on to university. Peters (1997) writes of how supporting activities within a pre-HE writing skills course provided students with 'scaffolding' activities to assist their further academic development. An Access course has such a role as a primary purpose, in terms of the formal curriculum, with the 'core activities' of study skills, numeracy and communications. There are also the course aims of increasing students’ confidence and encouraging generic skills such as time management, handling study-related stress and working effectively in groups. Many of the interviewees suggest that this aspect of the curriculum is important to them, and that they chose the course partly because of such transferable skills it offered.

Clearly, the precise nature and level of risk or uncertainty faced by a mature student embarking upon (or as some describe it, ‘investing in’) a course of academic study varies from one person to another, and cannot be quantified, even by the individual themselves. As Giddens (1991:111-2) claims, '(t)he calculation of risk…can never be fully complete, since even in relatively confined risk environments there are always unintended and unforeseen outcomes.' Its impact upon the construction of the actor’s biography is therefore evident, but varies over time and is difficult to evaluate fully at any given moment. 

The categories chosen for discussion now do not necessarily determine where risks actually lay for people, but where they are perceived to be. That said, for the Access students here, in the role of risk in terms of biographical construction, the old adage that ‘a thing defined as real will be real in its consequences’ is appropriate. The individual student needs to frequently reassess the level of risk or uncertainty that s/he faces. At the same time, the individual constructs their biographical narrative, what Giddens (1991) called 'the self as a reflexive project'. As Giddens suggests, real levels of risk are not necessarily greater for people today, but the impact upon identity is more profound. Students will possibly feel very differently about these issues later this - and next - academic year. Giddens (1991:76) wrote that '(t)he reflexivity of the self is continuous, as well as all-pervasive…the individual becomes accustomed to asking, 'How can I use this moment to change?''. I am hoping to record any such changes within the students in my study, which is why I have opted for a longitudinal method of repeated interviews over two years.

Thoughts from Jim illustrate this point. When asked why he was doing the course, he, like most others in the study, claimed he 'sought a change in his life', and wanted more of 'a challenge' through his work.  For Jim and the rest of the student cohort, despite all the inherent uncertainty and risk that it led to, the Access programme followed by a university degree was the chosen way of achieving it. However, he is all too aware that this route is full of potential hazards: 

'Being a student can be considered more difficult than going to work everyday…(there), once you're into a routine and understand your job, it becomes second nature to you, whereas things are forever changing when you're doing 'academic things'.' 

As I suggest above, for each of us, some changes to our lives, and our subsequent 'biographical narratives', are actively sought. Others meanwhile 'happen to us', often against both our will and our ability to predict or control them. As John Lennon wrote, (ironically just prior to his death) ‘life is what happens to you when you’re busy making other plans’. 

But we do have some degree of choice, of influence, over our futures. Miles (2001:132) proposes that, '(i)n contemporary society an individual effectively treads a tightrope between risk and opportunity.' The general rapidity of changing circumstances experienced today is a further complication in this ‘balancing act’, one that is especially keen for the Access students in my study, given their choice of a particularly risky course of action. I have decided to follow them, so that I might document and analyse the impact it has on their lives and sense of ‘self’.  And I am keeping a careful note of just what it is doing to me too.
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Using photographs to elicit conversation/narrative/stories with a young child with physical impairments and restricted vocal language.  
BOB COBURN   EdD Student, UWE Faculty of Education.
Introduction: Social Justice
The starting point for me was the three categories of research about social justice identified by Griffiths (1999) in her book, Educational Research for Social Justice.  This provided a structure which I felt allowed the assignment to progress.  Griffiths categorised research for social justice as:

1
Research which is focused directly on justice issues.....

2
Research with a framework that depended on the researcher’s orientation to justice issues but that is about something else....

3 Research in which the methodology or epistemology of the research is itself a reason for claiming it to be research for social justice.  (Griffiths, 1999, p 26)

I felt that an investigation into a means of providing a Voice for children with physical impairments and restricted vocal language easily fitted this categorisation of social justice research.  Cross referencing this section with Appendix 1 information, it can be seen that I considered that such children had their voices oppressed in four main ways.  Firstly, the children had their voices oppressed by the mere fact that they are children.  Children often find themselves in contexts where their views are sidelined or considered secondary to those of the adults around them.  This can be within the personal-professional interface, where decisions are made about the care of children when social circumstances have broken down (Smith, 1991), within educational decision making (Dullfield and Allen, 1999) and even in the research processes itself (Alderson, 1995).  

Secondly, the dominant model of disability in society, which in general doggedly remains firmly within the medical model, directly influences the availability of the Voice of children with physical impairments.  By locating the difficulty within the person as opposed to the social contexts they find themselves in, almost inevitably diminishes the Voice of people with disabilities. 

Thirdly, an argument can be made that because of the children’s differentiated early language and social experiences, they run the risk of internalising a view that their voices are secondary to those around them.  Pennington and MacConachie (2001) argue that children with physical impairments can internalise a dominant communication approach with others resulting from the dependent position they have had to assume with parents and carers in their early life.  Communication styles based upon question and response (often as a direct consequence of a limited means of communication) can rise to the forefront, which, even when the child’s language has become much more sophisticated, can still result with them assuming a dependent communicative posture.  Von Tetzchner and Jensen (1999) extend this discussion, and conclude that the communicative partner of a child with restricted communication (who may be using some form of alternative or augmentative communication system), must assume a vigilant position where they actively interpret what the child communicates.  In the feedback loop of communicative intentions with communicative expectations, this can in turn result in the child not being expected, and then not expecting, to communicate about certain aspects.  It can appear that not only are the children’s voices oppressed by socially constructed expectations, but potentially by their own communicative style and content. 

Lastly, the children’s voices are potentially suppressed because of issues of uncertainty over the authenticity of what they are saying.  Communication demands the subtle interplay of the communicator’s understanding with the means to express it.  It is never clear with a person who is using non-traditional forms of communication if what they are saying is restricted by their own understanding or by their means of communicating it.  Some of the communication systems available to the children can use as few as six iconic representations of words or phrases (this is not taking into account the simple one-command systems, which are generally bound within the immediate).  How can the children’s intentions be verified through such a limited vocabulary where any hope of subtle discourse is impossible?  Even systems which contain a vocabulary of many thousands of words/concepts can severely inhibit the communication process.  To extend Von Tetzchner and Jensen’s (op cit.) discussion, the Voice in these terms, can be seen as residing in the interface between the speaker and the listener, with the communicative partner being required to actively interpret the communication as it occurs. Inevitably, this will lead to the child’s voice being unwittingly oppressed.

My next concern was to find an epistemological and methodological approach which was firmly contained within a social justice orientation.  This arose from looking at Griffiths’ (1999) third category of social justice research.  This looks at research which by the nature of its methodological and epistemological approach warrants it being considered as being about social justice.  

Methodological Approach

My first consideration was a desire to produce a piece of work which was based upon working with people, rather than on or for them (Bersani, 1999).  I read with enthusiasm  Griffiths’ (1999) discussion on the on/for/with continuum, and how this only applies to research involving people.  However, I quickly realised the potential dilemma I was in when applying this to disability research when I read Oliver’s (1996) work which saw participatory approaches as potentially maintaining the status quo in the research relationship.  He advocated an emancipatory research approach, which focused upon empowerment issues.  Balandin and Raghavendra (1999) seem to go further and state that it was only people with disabilities who were able to engage in emancipatory research as it formed part of a political struggle against oppression.  This left me in a spin.  I wanted to make the research as emancipatory as possible, but this was felt almost impossible by what I had read.  Also, I was gaining in understanding of these issues at the same time I was undertaking the actual research, with little chance of altering the approach mid-flow.  I reflected upon this a great deal, and did not know how to alter what I was in the process of doing.  In fact, the influence of these approaches affected my research in an unexpected way, and did, in my view, radically change what I was doing.  This is described below.

The double-bind I felt myself in was not easily reconcilable.  I felt that the only course open to me was accept Oliver’s (1996) reluctant view that participatory research was the best that could be achieved at the moment, while still recognising that I should, wherever possible, aim to make the research emancipatory.  

Finally, I considered Griffiths’ (1999) second category of research for social justice.  This is research which is about something else, but is within a social justice orientation.  This, I feel, described my ongoing investigation: it was attempting to consider social justice issues (silenced voices, social construction of disability etc.) within a research framework - the use of photographs - which aimed to be at least participatory (and hopefully more).

Photography

I had not realised before I started this assignment that photography had been used in such diverse ways as a research tool.  (See Fang, 1985; Walker and Weidel, 1985; Fisk, 1994; Schraltz and Walker, 1995; Newbury, 1996; Tarulli, 1997; Harper, 2000.)  It was described with such enthusiasm that I felt overwhelmed at times.  I felt that, because of its diversity, photography in research ran the risk of meaning what ever you wanted it to mean.  This, I felt, potentially reduced its impact, and meant I had to be wary.

I became anxious that by using photographs of young children with physical impairments, I was unwittingly collaborating in producing a research methodology which was the direct opposite of an emancipatory approach.  However, the process had already progressed, and I felt I could not stop it.   Finally, before I describe the actual methodology employed, I need to also describe three further ethical aspects directly related to this study.  These are informed consent,  the use of photographs and power-relations.  

Informed Consent

As Christians (2000) notes, it is easy to agree conceptualisations of what constitutes informed consent, but that any meaningful application of the principles continues to be problematic.  He sees informed consent being about the participants in research agreeing voluntarily to participate, and that the agreement must be based upon full and open information.  There are some difficulties with this with children in general and children with disabilities in particular.  

With children, issues of competency to make decisions appear very quickly in any consideration of consent.  Alderson (1995) concludes that children can be supplied with over- or under-information, and both these can impede the consent process.   This can make it difficult to ensure that the consent given by the child is an indicator of a genuine desire to participate.  For this investigation, I wrote to the parents of the child asking their permission to ask him to participate.  Once they gave this permission, I then approached the young boy.  In fact, his parents had already discussed this with him.  Therefore, by the time I asked him he had already had time to consider his answer.  (In fact, he had considered this so well that he made sure he was paid in chocolate for his services!)  This approach was validated by the reading of Booth and Booth (1994) commentary on their research into narrative methods with vulnerable subjects.  They found that by requesting that a significant person in the participant’s life asks them to consider joining the research, this overcame a number of logistical and ethical hurdles in one go.  The loss of control over the presentation of the study, plus no indication of the level of coercion (if any) used, was counterbalanced by its presentation from a person with a deep relationship with the child. 

Use of Photographs

An extension of the issue of informed consent is specific to the use of photographs.  As demonstrated recently by Tierney Gearon’s use of family photographs in the Saatchi Gallery and Exhibition (The Saatchi Gallery, 2001), photographs can easily be seen to cross the borders of consent and create ethical dilemmas.  Private images change their status when presented publicly, so how do we use photographs which remain true to the principles of consent of all involved?    Confidential details within written reports can be altered slightly in attempts to protect anonymity.  Photographs, however, do not share this benefit, and can be easily traced back to the person. This created a number of difficulties which I had to consider.  The young boy participated in almost all of the photographs and it will be impossible to fully protect his identity if these should be open to a wider audience.  Although this was discussed at the beginning of the research, there will always remain concerns over whether he fully understood the implications of his image being considered by others when he gave his consent to participate.  Likewise, I had to consider whether I should ask all involved in the photographs for their consent for them to be used within the study. I spoke to as many of the people who had been photographed as I could, but I remain unsure if this is any more that an inadequate response.  

Power-Relations
As noted above, I have attempted to establish at least a participatory approach to the research methodology.  Therefore, I am not concerned here with what Christians (2000) describes as the power based upon non-mutuality (where power is exercised competitively and to seek control), but rather in the different positions in established power relations held by myself and the young boy.  The power differences are immense.  Even though the nature of the school is essentially different to most other school settings, the fact remains that I am the Head Teacher and the young boy is a pupil at the school.  This inevitably impacts upon the relationship I am able to establish with him, and this impact extends into many subtle and complex arenas.  I cannot see a way around this, and although I feel dissatisfied with this response, I feel my only course of action is to be aware of these differences and to reflect upon these as part of the research process.

Having discussed these final ethical issues, I can now look to describe the methodological approach employed. 

Methodology

In developing the methodology for this study I read a great deal around the area of narrative research, particularly the work of Hollway and Jefferson (2000).  This described the use of free association and narrative when working with what they termed defended subjects.  These are people who in interviews, consciously or unconsciously, use stories or narrative in a defensive function to protect parts of their past they wish to keep hidden.  They use an approach based upon free association;

“...in which the researcher’s responsibility is to be a good listener and the interviewee is a story-teller rather than a respondent.” (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000, p31)
Although the group of children I am interested in do not necessarily fall within the category of defended subjects, the approach seemed attractive.  I took the view suggested by Pennington and McConachie’s (2001) work that children with cerebral palsy are often in interactions based upon question and response, so a context where they are encouraged to tell stories will be a new area of study which may enable their voices to be heard. 

It was my original intention to work with two similarly aged children, both of whom used speaking as their main form of communication, but whose use of language was at different levels of delay.  Because of practical considerations (personal illness, a difficult budget process for the school and a job interview), however, I was only able to carry out the research with one child.  It is difficult to identify how this affected the quality of the process, but I feel instinctively that a wider group would have given me greater information.  However, as the focus was upon the method, rather than the content of the interviews, I feel I still gained valuable insights in the approach.  

Also, I made two assumptions at the start of the process which need to be considered.  Firstly, I made the assumption that if we can get the children to talk, we can understand what it is they are trying to say.  This is, at best, tenuous but formed a basis of what I was trying to achieve.  The aim was to get the children to talk, with the interpretation following on behind.  Secondly, I made the assumption that an approach with one group of children could be applicable to another.  Specifically, because of the short time scale, plus a focus upon the method rather than the content of the interviews, I worked with a young boy who already used vocal language as his main form of communication.  At the point of starting I had no indication if the approach would have been suitable with children who are more dependent upon alternative or augmentative communication systems.  

The research followed the following pattern.  I held three interviews with the young boy - D.  These formed three different purposes, with the intention that lessons learnt from one influenced the content and approach of the next.  

The first interview was concerned with identifying some photographs around the school that D. would like to take.  Because of his level of physical disability and inhibited fine motor skills, D. could not actually take the photographs himself.  Therefore, we discussed what he wanted to take, and I drew a rough sketch of these on a sheet of paper designed to look like an empty photograph.  This process helped him remember what he had already decided upon.  The interview was taped and transcribed.  The next day, D. and I went around the school and took as many of the photographs together as we could, plus some others which D. identified.  We used a digital camera because of the large size of the view finder, plus the facility to instantly see the result, and to take another if the photograph did not correspond with what D. wanted.  Each photograph was taken, checked with D. and stored if appropriate.  That evening I printed the photographs and laminated them to make them robust enough to be handled.  

The second interview took place the following week.  This used the photographs in an attempt to generate conversation, narrative and stories from D.  This was also taped and transcribed.  Using a technique from Hollway and Jefferson (2000), I listened to the tapes over the next week, and formed opinions about the most effective means of generating conversation with D. and some possible areas of questioning which may be most effective.

The third interview took place a week later, where I attempted to use some of the information gained from the second interview to promote conversation from D.  This again was taped and transcribed.  

Tentative Findings

Having considered the epistemological foundations of the methodological approach, plus some ethical considerations and the methodology employed, I would like to now start the process of identifying what I discovered in the research.  Some of this was startling to me and has forced me to reconsider my own perceptions, not only of this research approach, but of research in general.  

As noted above, the actual research took place in parallel with an attempt at gaining greater understanding of the concepts involved.  This produced some logistical difficulties as understanding from either of these settings influenced the understanding of the other.  This reflexivity, although ultimately beneficial to me (I believe), at the time created complexities and operational difficulties which were very difficult to reconcile.  

The first major finding is that the use of photographs in research is significantly more complex than I had ever envisaged.  These ranged from the surface difficulties of practicalities, to deep seated concerns over my own role within research, and its continuing oppression of people with physical impairments.  The use of a digital camera overcame some of the immediate physical obstacles such as size of viewfinder and the ability to ensure instant removal of pictures which did not reflect what was intended.  However, the bulkiness of the camera counteracted this, which meant that, because of D’s physical restrictions, he could not take the photographs himself.  I recognised this in my Journal very early on and realised that a compromise was required, but I never fully anticipated the depth of the problem.  

Since the photographs were not taken by D., they could only ever be at best negotiated, and although agreed by him, it could not be guaranteed that they depicted exactly what he want them to.  Also, because of the inherent negotiation process it was always unclear if the photographs chosen where identified because they were the ones he felt were most important, or they were merely the ones he could articulate.  As it has already been recognised that his language was delayed, this places a further complication to this.  Furthermore, as I came to fully realise during this process, photographs can only record visual things, and that aspects which may be central to D.  (such as comfort, security, happiness etc.) cannot be captured on film.  Taking Hughes’ (1999) perspective that the established legitimacy of the visual can conspire to continue the oppression of people with physical impairments, I had to consider the possibility that I had produced a research approach which reinforced that legitimacy. I also had to consider that I had unwittingly restricted the parameters of what D. could record by ensuring that I took the photographs: these had to be based within the school.

From having completed the research, I now see that the approach I used placed too many inhibitors within the process to guarantee that the photographs produced were an accurate reflection of what D. wanted to record.  Furthermore, there were epistemological arguments which could be made as to why such an approach should never have been considered in the first place.  However, having produced them, there were still some difficulties in using these as a research tool.  

During my reading I became aware of the unique position photographs hold within everyday experience.  Unlike immediate experience, which by definition is fleeting and open to immediate perception and interpretation, photographs are able to capture time for it to be reconsidered in the future.  While seeing that this continues to reinforce the dominance of the visual as the main form of interpreting reality, these frozen slices of time (Fisk, 1994) also provide a means to interpret and reinterpret events.  Possibly, this is why Harper (2000) sees them as a more profound reality than could be observed by the eye (p718).  This ability to reinterpret events caused some operational difficulties within the current study.

The changing interpretation of the photographs resulted in an interesting phenomenon which had not been expected, but may indicate some of D’s concerns at quite a deep level.  Probably because D. never took the photographs himself but had to negotiate the content of these with me, his immediate connection with them was inhibited.  His reaction to them was unexpected, and it was always unclear as to the reasons for this.  Many of his responses to the photographs were short and terse with a clear bias towards concerns over the people and what he thought of them, and what they might think of him. There seem to be a couple of possible explanations for this.

Firstly, whereas the photograph was planned to represent an event (such as physiotherapy), to record it there was a need to focus upon people (ie. the physiotherapist).  Therefore, when looking at it later, the event was not seen, but the people were: the reality experienced has been reinterpreted.  This created difficulties, as it showed a bias towards discussing people.  While not necessarily a negative aspect on its own, this moved the focus away from D. to that of others.  This inhibited hopes of using this as a vehicle for D. to talk about himself.  

A second explanation of this bias towards people could come from a consideration of D’s position and dominant experiences.  Pennington and MacConachie’s (2001) position is that expectations of submission can be inadvertently imposed on young children with cerebral palsy, which in turn can be internalised into assumed subservience.  The possibility that emerges is that D., because of his dependence upon others for many of his physical requirements, has become used to placing great emphasis upon others’ feelings and perceptions because they can directly influence what he is able to achieve.  Therefore, any approach which uses representations of people is bound to be disappointing if the intention is to generate talk about aspects other than people (although these may well be a part).  

Generally, the use of the photographs to stimulate conversation with D. was disappointing.  We quickly moved to a question-response orientation which limited what D. was saying.  I had hoped that the photographs would stimulate talk which would extend beyond the immediate image: I was completely wrong as the responses were on the whole closed.  Instead of expanding horizons, the photographs actually appeared to limit them.  

Possibly, this was also a result of my own interviewing style.  I thought that I was using conversational-oil (Wood and Wood, 1984) to maintain conversation, but on listening to the tape of the second interview, I became aware that D. and I soon settled into the established power-relation where I was expected to dominate.  I compensated for this in the final interview and left greater spaces for D. to fill.  This slowed down the interview, and this did appear to help D. open out more.  

Between the second and third interview, I spent significant time reading about participatory and emancipatory orientations to research.  As noted above, these resulted in personal frustration as I struggled with the complexity of the practical implications emerging from these, and the apparent incongruence with the research methodology currently being undertaken.  I feel that my reading significantly affected my approach to the methodology.  I had begun to realise the possibility that the use of photographs had produced a methodology which ran counter to the stated intention of being firmly within a social justice orientation.  While the content of the study was still overtly concerned with social justice, there was the increasing possibility that the orientation was not.  The view was emerging that the use of photographs with children with physical impairments was inappropriate as it reinforced the legitimacy of the visual being the dominant mans of understanding reality, which in turn ran the risk of confirming their continued oppression.  

The listening to and transcribing of the interviews seemed to confirm this, as I started to become aware that the most interesting conversation arose when the focus came off the photographs and was initiated by other social factors.  I therefore decided to change the focus of the third interview, and to not use the photographs at all.  As the intention was to see how photographs could be used, this was a radical departure for me, and one that I approached with trepidation.  

I re-read Chapter 3 from Hollway and Jefferson’s (1999) book which included the apparently simple invitation included in the biographical-interpretive studies of Holocaust survivors of: Please tell me your life story.  (p36).  I decided to use a version of this in my third interview with D., where I would ask him directly to tell me a story.  During the first part of the third interview I danced around this question as I still felt tied to continuing the approach originally decided upon.  Once I broke the ice and asked him, however, I was astounded by the immediate response and the change in tone of the interview.  D’s. language was suddenly richer, and his sentences were longer and more complex.  Using the idea of learning from each interview, one of the areas I felt from the previous interview would draw stories from D. was talking about his Dad.  This was true, and the stories he told about his Dad were interesting, not only in terms of the language he used, but in giving indications of the way D. perceived his own position and expectations.  

Pondering on this after the interview finished, I found myself completely reconsidering the approach used and my own assumptions about D. and how these may also be subtle but definite elements in the continued oppression of children with physical impairments and restricted vocal language.  Ironically, an attempt at developing a research methodology which aimed to facilitate Voice for this group of children may actually be part of the unconscious conspiracy to silence it.  

I had to challenge some of my basic assumptions within the research methodology I identified.  Why had I assumed that children with physical impairments and restricted language needed external stimulus to get them to talk?  I had rejected the apparently simple narrative approach suggested by Hollway and Jefferson (1999), but found that possibly this worked best.  Was my assumption that children with cerebral palsy needed this degree of external stimulation as an expression of the status quo which saw them as inherently different, and therefore requiring different approaches?  Had I achieved exactly the opposite of what I intended?

Conclusions

The aim of this research was to investigate a methodology which used photographs to elicit talk from children with physical impairments and restricted vocal language, and by doing so, provide a means of enabling their Voice.  Having been through the research process, I now feel I can start to draw some conclusions.

1
Developing a process whereby children can express their Voice is an important and worthwhile project.  To attempt to do so with children with physical impairments and restricted vocal language is one of special important and significance.

2
The aim of research with children with physical impairments should be to make it as emancipatory as practically possible.  My own role can only ever be to facilitate this and to ensure that the children with physical impairments retain control over what occurs.

3
Simple narrative approaches, within a biographical-interpretive orientation, may prove to be a valuable and valid route to pursue.

4
Photography, although a useful tool within social research, did not prove to be successful in the way chosen.  Photographic studies, or children using cameras themselves, have clear benefits, but photographs which have to be negotiated with another are potentially redundant.  (As I complete this I have read that the Children’s Bureau have just completed a study where they gave children aged 3 disposable cameras to take pictures of important things in their life.  I have not tracked down a copy of this).

5
There are particular difficulties in using photographs with children with physical impairments, and methodologies using them need to be approached with caution.

6
Finally, the conclusion must be reached that research is not always as presented in academic accounts: it is not straightforward and the path is littered with difficulties.  To learn as you go, as I did in this assignment, is vital, but it brings frustrations and yet, sometimes startling and unexpected conclusions.
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Exploring People in Change and Interpretation of ‘Quality’

RENNIE THOMPSON  EdD Student, UWE Faculty of Education.

ABSTRACT  This article was originally an EdD assignment, the emphasis of which was on analysis of the data.  The methodology was required to expose values. It was an interpretavist methodology using qualitative methods of data collection and analysis, some of the analysis being collaborative. Two open interviews provide the data for this assignment. The methodology engages critically with real situations and explores the value position of the interviewee. 

Context

I am an Assistant Education Officer working for a Local Education Authority and have been in post for two months. I am female and middle-aged. I sought permission to interview two colleagues who had recently been involved in a significant change in their professional work.  Permission was granted and a few names were suggested. My sampling technique was purposive; I chose the two respondents to suit my needs. I selected on the grounds of ease of access to the respondents and contrasts in age, gender, potential career progression, professional relationship and similarities in basic nature of work. The very core of my professional work relies on teamwork and partnership. As I work closely with both respondents, it influenced the scope of my interviews. It is often difficult to cross the professional boundary into the personal and risk of offence could jeopardise that working relationship.

I share an office with Interviewee A who is on a senior management grade above mine. He is a young man who manages the Re-integration Service. He was part of the interview panel when I was interviewed for the post.  In the course of my work, I consult with him frequently. Our relationship is very open, professional and mutually respectful. Through sharing an office and as I am new in post, he has become an unofficial mentor to me and is in the habit of explaining things clearly and honestly.  In the line of work, he has been able to support some of my requests and to refuse others. We are not in competition with each other professionally and work collaboratively as part of a team, so no tensions of power exist between us. There is a fairly even mix of men and women working at Senior Management Level in the LEA, and I don’t feel that a gender issue arises. I was confident that I was interviewing a man with very high professional standards who would be honest and tactful in interview. My reservations were over how far I could go in opening up personal issues.

Interviewee B is a former Headmistress who took early retirement due to family circumstances and now works as a home visitor for the Educating Otherwise team which I line manage. At the time of the interview, I had met her on only a few occasions. B works part-time from home, so she is in the office infrequently and my contact with her is more often by phone or by e-mail. On the first occasion we met, I had been in post for two days and had no knowledge of the Educating Otherwise team – I felt somewhat out of my depth. I have since researched the background thoroughly and have been able to demonstrate a better understanding when we have met or discussed issues. My first thoughts were that the Educating Otherwise team feel as if they are a somewhat neglected minority and were hoping to find a pro-active new line manager when I appeared. My first appearance no doubt let them down but I feel that my active engagement with and understanding of their work since then should have inspired some confidence. Before the interview, I felt there could be tensions between my new role, B’s present role and her past role. B in fact chose the change in status in her new job as part of the interview. At the time of the interview, I was confident that I was interviewing a woman of integrity, with high professional standards and superior knowledge of her work. I was unsure however of crossing the boundary and persuading her to open up the depths of her personal values.

Methodology

The perceptions, understanding and opinions of the interviewees are the core of the qualitative data used. There are multiple versions of reality, according to a range of individual and cultural perspective. Both individuals have professional backgrounds in education and social work, they also have social and moral influences informing their perspectives.

The methodology will be required to expose truths and to inspire confidence in the authenticity of the researcher’s techniques; it engages critically with and develops interpretations of real situations. I must take care to listen carefully and to interpret with caution in context. My search is for the values that underpin trustworthy knowledge and how they impinge on the interviewee coping with change.  It is an interpretavist methodology using qualitative methods of data collection and analysis through two limited case studies. Two open interviews are the data. 

Issues arising within the methodology

Access and permission were negotiated at management level and at individual level. Both interviewees were under time pressure and both interviews were consequently cut short limiting the collaborative exploration of the interview. I used my office as the venue and we were interrupted on both occasions. On reflection, a more relaxed environment such as the home of the interviewer, or a hotel meeting room for example would have best served the degree of personal depth needed in the interview. 

Objectivity is crucial in the analysis.  As I am involved in the work of both interviewees, letting the data speak without allowing my opinions to bias the interpretation is difficult. Perspective should be interpreted in context but also without bias.

Power tensions exist between the researcher and the interviewees as described in the section on context.  Interpretations must be made with due consideration for the professional links between interviewer and interviewee.  Is it an opportunity for interviewer and/or interviewee to make a point? Are the responses tailored to suit the researcher or to suit the interviewee? Is it an opportunity to make a point that would not otherwise be exposed, or to cover up an issue? 

Values are deep rooted in the researcher and form the basis of opinion.  I find it hard in interview to follow a line of confrontation or a line to which I do not relate. I am much more at ease if the interviewee has similar values to mine.  Reaching the values of the interviewee in such a limited time requires high levels of interviewing skills and understanding  which I feel I need to develop.

Interviewee A had justifiably enormous pride in the success of the innovative change in which he was involved and the benefits of his success are reaped by me in my professional capacity. We were mutually advantaged by his success. Positionality will significantly influence the responses of the interviewee.

Interviewee B chose a to reflect on a professional change influenced by personal circumstance. There were diverse factors impinging on her responses. B’s age and professional background were similar to mine and she is also of the same gender. Reflexivity was an important part of the analysis.

The voice of the interviewee is heard through the recording or the script. Animation and inflection can often be lost but are a vital part of interpretation. Validation of the researcher’s findings can be supported by passing the researcher’s script to the interviewee.

Ethical issues arise predominantly from the connection with the workplace. It is necessary to establish boundaries for information. Maintaining working relationships is essential and needs to be a priority.  Ethical issues are also centred on the perspectives of the interviewees – what are the other influences in their social lives and work related experiences?

· confidentiality: individuals will not be identified, nor will the workplace.

· dissemination of findings: these case studies may be used as part of research I may do in the future, the interviewees have agreed to this.  It is not intended at the moment to pass the findings on to anyone in the workplace although the knowledge I gain from the interviews will no doubt inform my practice.

The interviews were open, informal and tended to be conversational. The conversational approach worked well here and it allowed each interviewee to expand on areas they felt were more important to them, rather than being restricted to answering set questions.

Findings

Interview A

The interviewee chose the innovative change as the change of emphasis from the Home & Hospital Service to the Reintegration Service. He has managed this change. He explained that the Home & Hospital Service was generally a long term provision and the new Reintegration Service is a short term provision designed to reintegrate pupils quickly into mainstream in line with the government’s inclusion policy.  Strands of the old system still run through the new service.  When he applied for the job it was a strategic policy writing job and he feels it has changed massively as he is now very involved with young people, making sure they have every chance to be in mainstream education.  He has also been responsible for changing old habits e.g. families in which one member had home tuition assuming that the same would be available for all.

Interviewee A was clearly enthusiastic about his work, was extremely knowledgeable about it and had a head full of facts and figures to illustrate the quality of his work.  On reflection, this could have been enhanced by a recent Ofsted inspection and a Best Value Review – nonetheless, impressive! 

He was very clear in his criteria for success “They were twofold” - to increase the number of hours’ tuition the young person had and to avoid an overspend in the budget. Both were measurable targets. “We’ve come in this year with an underspend when we had projected and overspend of £400 000 and we are also providing young people with 12 hours tuition instead of 5 hours.” “We have reduced the costs….in some areas by as much as 275%.”  “We worked with more young people last year than we had ever worked with before, but saying that, we also re-integrated more young people than we had ever done before.” 495 pupils were re-integrated, 150  were carried forward.  Proportionately, this was the lowest carry forward since 1995. Interviewee A had obviously worked to specific quantitative targets and had measured them and interpreted them to illustrate the success of his innovation.

He explained that reintegration is considered to have been a success when a pupil is back at school and the service is no longer involved. If issues arise within two terms (measured in school days), it is not classed as successful. This again is a clearly defined quantitative measure. He then quoted a success rate of 95%.

I then explored his training and work experience.  I would have liked to explore his personal values and background more deeply ; he had given me a significant amount of his precious time and an atmosphere of less formality than the workplace would have been more conducive to a more personal discussion.  His open responses, his success, his pride in the success and his factual substantiated knowledge of the change made the interview flow. 

Interviewee A worked with a bank and disliked it.  He has had higher education and professional training.  He has done youth work in Bradford and worked on a homeless project in London, then worked with Education Welfare. I would deduce that his professional training and work experience equipped him with the obvious management skills and quantitative target setting and quality assurance measures that were liberally illustrated throughout the interview.  Through sharing an office with him, daily casual observation of his working methods reinforce my deductions about his professionalism, organisational and management skills.

 I then embarked on a way in to his personal values.

Question  “How do you feel about the young people you are reintegrating? Do you feel you are doing the right thing for them?”

Answer  “I’m not sure I can afford that luxury.”

This was a thought provoking answer.

“I did work in Chicago with the gang kids and any young person in this country is tame by comparison.” He claimed that about 95% of them have problems that come from family background. He feels that if he said he didn’t believe in inclusion, he would be penalising the young person for issues beyond their control and that would be wrong from a moral point of view. Morality was therefore an issue he associated with his work.  Later he said, “Whether or not I agree with inclusion – that’s my job”. He also said “I wouldn’t compromise my principles for anything.”

He is convinced that re-integration works and that he has clearly shown that it works. He is also convinced that children deserve another chance, they deserve to be set free from their limited life chances because of their family backgrounds. “In most cases, given the right conditions a lot of these kids will make it in school.”

 He believes that inclusion is correct but he doesn’t feel schools have adjusted adequately for inclusion yet.  Schools are well funded, but teachers don’t have time resources for individuals in such large class sizes and they don’t always have the training for and experience of dealing with difficult pupils. 

Interviewee A anticipates massive repercussions following legislation to prevent smacking.  His beliefs on this were very strong, to the extent that he has taken time to write to his MP about it, indicating that if he were a parent he would choose to ignore such legislation.  He believes that it is a good way of showing children the boundaries.  He also feels teachers need backing by legislation.  He conveyed a strong sense of conviction here.

Question  “What about the disruption of others?” He felt it was a balance and that he would be distressed if it were his child and would object most strongly. “Both personally and professionally, I feel it is about balance”. 

He was very confident from the outset that the changes would be successful and felt he had the backing of the Authority but also the backing through the government’s inclusion policy.  The backing made it easier but it wasn’t necessary. “Whether or not I agree with inclusion – that’s my job”.

“At what stage do your principles kick in?”

“Well they kick in always. I wouldn’t compromise my principles for anything.”

When asked about his hopes for the future about inclusion he said he would like to see it become accepted as the norm as in this county it is not.  His fears were that it would go full circle and we will go back to exclusion and special schools.  Public perception is very powerful and he fears the weight of public perception will make it turn.

In summary, this young man is an ambitious, highly organised professional with high principles, a strong sense of morality and social justice. He takes well-deserved pride in his work.  He has a very caring nature and is very focussed on the needs of the individuals in his care.  He uses management style quantitative criteria to plan strategies and policy in conjunction with the qualitative nature of the needs of the client group.  His personal beliefs and values lie deeper than those I exposed in the interview (as I discovered casually after the event) and they influence, indeed enhance his work significantly. His integrity is a balance of his interests and values.

It was interesting to note that the academic performance of the pupil was not mentioned in his success criteria… nor was the opinion of the young person, the family or the school mentioned.

Through sharing an office with Interviewee A, my analysis of the interview has been coloured significantly by the informal, casual, even unintentional observation of this man in his workplace.  It is impossible to separate the two issues (the interview and the observation) and is indeed useful to combine the two sources of knowledge to verify and enrich findings.  There is however an ethical issue involved.  I did not ask permission to observe him in the long term in the workplace, nor did I intend to do so on a formal basis, but the knowledge gained has informed my writing.

Interview B

Interviewee B chose to discuss the transition from early retirement from headship in mainstream education after 13 years to part time home working in a minority, alternative educational provision (home visiting for Educating Otherwise families for the Local Education Authority.)

 “I am NOT the person responsible for what is going on in my job and I found that quite difficult.”  She explained that she is now part of a team in which she is not sure where her brief ends and someone else’s takes over.  She finds it difficult to establish her exact position, contrasting starkly with her previous job. 

Question  “In your present job, how do you measure the success of what you are doing?”

Answer  She measured the success on two levels. The first level of success was judged on how well she was received by the parents.  “…if the parent will allow me to go back again”.  She listed criteria:- if she could establish a rapport, if the parent would accept her advice, if the parent didn’t think she was sitting in judgement of them, if the parent didn’t think she wanted them to do something they didn’t want to do, then she considered that a success.  She also felt it was a success “if they change their perspective of the LEA” as she thinks many of these people are “angry with the LEA, suspicious of the LEA…sometimes regard the LEA as the enemy, not there as a support.  Whatever my personal feelings are, whenever I go out there, I represent the LEA and I have to walk this tightrope of being the LEA they perceive and the LEA we’d like them to perceive. If they feel content with what is being offered, I feel it is a success.”  The second level of success is when she goes back and “the child has made progress, some of the advice has been taken on board. It is also a success when kids open the door and say “Come in I want to show you…”

These criteria are qualitative and to a great extent are the intellectual property of the home visitor. A brief report is made about the visit but it will not fully expand on the findings of the home visitor. The home visitor’s purpose is to establish whether the education the child is receiving is ‘suitable’ (the term used in the Education Act) and her judgement is based on an amalgamation of all her findings and observations associated with the case.  Definitive measurable criteria would be of little value as such diversity is seen in the cases. The success of her visit ultimately leads to enabling her to decide whether the education being given is ‘suitable’.

Interviewee B explained that it was difficult to come out of head teacher mode and refrain from asking a child to read as it is not part of the job of the home visitor to assess. This then raises the difficult issue of how the home visitor can judge whether the education is ‘suitable’ without using assessment procedures. “Sometimes I feel our judgements are a bit impressionistic”. 

Question “What about your feelings about the LEA?”

Answer “When I first started with the LEA, I was working to a line manager whom I had known for years. The boundaries were very clear. The job was very pleasant and very simple.” The line manager left and was replaced by two overworked officers who were happy to allow Interviewee B to get on with the job.  She then found herself doing things she wasn’t too sure about, as they had not previously been her brief e.g. contacting solicitors, social services, and previous schools. She was happy to take the responsibility but the job was no longer contained and she was concerned that the level of responsibility had significantly shifted.  It was understood that a replacement line manager would be found so they continued to operate in this fashion for a year.  I am now the new line manager and this interview has been an opportunity for this dilemma to be voiced in an unofficial manner.  It also indicates a tension between interviewer and respondent.

Question “You work from home – that’s new – how do you feel about that?” 

Answer “Having always worked in a close team, I thought at first I would feel isolated, but I don’t.”  The problem seems to lie with the part time nature of the work. It is not the sort of job you can do in discrete days so “I have found it more intrusive than I expected. You can’t control it, it is more controlled by the people outside.”  She feels e-mail is a good way of dealing with that issue but it doesn’t deal with the emergency situation.

At this point she touched on the personal implications of having been in teaching for 30 years, having loved it and having desired to go on with it, but having been overtaken by personal circumstances.  The change was her choice and she feels that “on the whole it has suited me fine.”  Measures of success were qualitative, very personal, to a great extent intellectual and emotional.  I would have liked to expand on this topic but she closed the topic.

Our discussion now moved to her judgements and preconceived perceptions of the values and motivation of the people with whom she now works.  She indicated that her ideas had changed radically in the light of experience – we are never too old to learn!  She felt that the majority of families who elect to Educating Otherwise do it for philosophical reasons and she can share in the goals they set, as they are good educational targets that she would hope to achieve within a school. She feels it is quite rewarding as “You meet different philosophies as a head of a school and you can never achieve things like the personalised curriculum, like children working towards their strengths, like giving the time to finish whatever it is the child has the passion for at that moment, then shelve it away, like the child with dyslexia getting the help they need all day every day by whatever means….” 

This sentence was a fluent outpouring of the frustrations of the restrictions of teaching the individual within the mass under the restrictions of guidance. She demonstrated here her passion for educating the individual and a dramatic change in attitude to an area of education of which she had previously had limited knowledge. In the few situations where there is another agenda underlying the parents’ choice to elect for Educating Otherwise, her strong and deep rooted values in education of the individual are challenged. She experiences frustration in not being empowered to reveal the evidence that illustrates that the educational provision is unsuitable because the parents’ motives are within a hidden agenda.  She experiences difficulty in accepting that it is lawful for the parent to choose the curriculum for the child and the child has no say in the matter.  In some cases, she can see the curriculum is unsuitable and it is very challenging to try to influence change in the parents’ views and actions.  She experiences much frustration too with the manner in which the law operates – taking a family to court is often a judicial certainty but would not be in the best interests of the child, educationally or socially.  She finds it hard to compromise her principles about education and accept what she feels is second best for the child.  B says she is quite frustrated by two families who seem to be “playing the system”.  She makes sure she tactfully lets her feelings be known but finds it very frustrating.

At this point the interview was interrupted and came to a premature close. The frustration was now mine…

Comparing and contrasting the interviews

The interviewees were both highly qualified and experienced professional people with a passion for their work and commitment to young people.  Both had undergone significant change in their work. Interviewee A was not fazed by the change but the change did not influence his personal life and recent evaluation of his work had demonstrated significant success. Change for him was confined to work. Interviewee B seemed to struggle more with the change as it influenced her personal life as well as her working life and she perceived a change in status of the job and diminished power within it. Change for her was much more widespread, having implications in many strands of her life.

They employed opposing evaluation techniques to describe quality and, having discerned quality, they used different ways of representing it.  Issues of gender, age, experience and power relationship combined to influence the interview. The interviewer is a middle-aged female, new in post and not well known to the interviewees.  Interviewee A is male, younger than the interviewer and on a more senior management level.  He has a great deal of confidence in his work and was very open and informative in his dialogue.  He was sufficiently confident to become collaborative in the analysis but more time was needed to explore those more personal depths. Interviewee B is female, only a little older than the interviewer. She is line managed by the interviewer, but her experience as a practitioner of some three or four years experience in the field of change she chose to discuss far outweighed the knowledge of the interviewer who had been in post for only a month at the time of the interview.  Significant problems have built up for interviewee B through no fault of her own and she very tactfully expressed her discomfort with the situation, realising the solution to these problems might lie with the interviewer. 

Both interviews were curtailed due to pressures within the job. Ideally they should have taken place elsewhere. So much more can be added to my knowledge of these two individuals in the light of another couple of months working with them.

Their success criteria were significantly different.  Interviewee A was asked to manage an innovation and was expected to evaluate the impact of his work through a best value analysis.  His criteria were exclusively quantitative. Opinions of the young people and key workers directly involved in his innovative programme did not form a part of his evaluation.  Interviewee B was not expected to produce such a detailed evaluation of her work.  Her criteria are exclusively qualitative and are built on interaction between child, home educator and home visitor.  Her ability to make these qualitative judgements relies very heavily on her wealth of professional experience before starting the job.

It is interesting to note that both interviewees are dealing with minority groups of children and in similar relatively small numbers, yet their success criteria for measuring quality are very different. 

In conclusion, I feel this is a small beginning to a potentially very interesting pair of case studies. 
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Announcing

from within the Centre for Research in Education and Democracy

the launch of the

Lifelong Learning Research Group

From within the Faculty of Education's Centre for Research in Education  and Democracy (CRED), Professor Jacky Brine and Dr David James are establishing a Lifelong Learning Research Group, which will run a range of activities open to researchers and other interested professionals throughout the field of Lifelong Learning. 

Beginning in Autumn 2002 the Lifelong Learning Research Group will host a series of lunch-time and evening seminars, with papers presented by invited external speakers and colleagues of the Faculty of Education.

The Group will also hold a day long seminar exploring issues related to Gender and Lifelong Learning at the Faculty of Education in January 2003, and other events are planned to follow. 

If you wish to be included on the mailing-list for these and any future events organised by the Lifelong Learning Research Group please forward your contact details to dominic2.freda@uwe.ac.uk, phone 0117 344 4222, or write to Dominic Freda, Faculty of Education, University of the West of England, Frenchay Campus, Bristol BS16 1QY. 



The Redland Papers

Notes for Contributors

The Coordinating Editor will be happy to discuss ideas for potential contributions, and it is usually possible for a member of the editorial group to give informal feedback on a draft article.

Manuscripts should be sent in two copies to The Coordinating Editor, The Redland Papers, Research and Staff Development Office, Faculty of Education, University of the West of England, S Block, Frenchay Campus BRISTOL BS16 1QY. They should normally be between 2000 and 3500 words in length, printed on one side of A4 paper and double spaced. An abstract of not more than 100 words should be included. A front sheet should bear the name of the contributors together with an indication of their professional role if applicable, the title of the article and the address for correspondence.

References to other published work should give the name of the authors and date of publication and, where appropriate, page number. Quotations should be indented and referenced. A full alphabetical list of references should be given at the end of the article, using the following conventions:

for a journal article:

SLOGGS, J. (1995) Underwater basket weaving revisited.  British Journal of Submarine Crafts. 6 (2)  22 ‑ 26.

for a book:

PATEL, A. (1994) Subaqua Creativity London: Seaweed Press.

or an article in an edited collection:

BROWN, A. (1993) Coping with the undertow, in J. SMITH (Ed.) Submerged Willow Atlantis: Coral Books.

Please avoid the use of footnotes. Numbered notes are acceptable but should kept to a minimum.

In preparing manuscripts, please bear in mind that contributions will be submitted to referees who will not know the identity of authors. Referees are members of the editorial group or other individuals nominated by them. The editorial group will draw on the advice of such referees when making its decisions regarding publication or when suggesting revisions.

Discussion of Children's Text





Children and researcher discuss completed text





Intended to clarify the meanings the children were sharing








�  Daily Telegraph, Chris Woodhead, ‘Millenium Reputations’ (25.4.99)


� A question addressed poignantly in Toby Young’s eulogy for his father Michael Young (founder of the OU and advocate of the welfare state):


…if my father had had a happier childhood it’s doubtful that he would have had such a dazzling career.  This primordial fear – a fear of being alone in the world, abandoned and unloved – never left him; it was the wellspring of everything he achieved.  (The Guardian: G2, 16th Jan 2002)
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