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Education as Social Construction: An Introduction
Thalia Dragonas = Kenneth J. Gergen = Sheila McNamee = Eleftheria Tseliou

Dialogues on the social construction of reality now sweep across academic
disciplines, professions, and national boundaries. There are many reasons for this
dynamic exchange. Many find a refreshing sense of liberation in constructionist ideas.
For constructionists there are no claims to reality that simply must be embraced,
regardless of culture and context. We may approach all claims with curiosity: what do
they offer, what do they deny? Many find in the constructionist dialogues an energizing
invitation to create. If we are free to understand in many different ways, and there are no
necessary logics, then we are invited to play with the taken for granted world we inhabit.
Hybrids, fusions, and alternatives all beckon. Still others find in the constructionist
dialogues a signal of hope in a world marked by lethal conflict. If we realize that there are
no foundations for our beliefs and values -other than those residing in communities of
agreement- we may remove the sharp edges of separation. Replacing the drift toward
mutual annihilation, we are encouraged to develop ways of crossing communal
boundaries. Such promises have touched all quarters of the intellectual and practical
world. In the present volume, we focus on a single but enormously important domain of
application: education. No other institution in the world is as powerful in shaping our
future. Exploring the intersection between education and social constructionist ideas is
rich in potential.

For those unfamiliar with the dialogues on social construction (closely allied with
social constructivism) a brief sketch of the intellectual background will be useful.' To
appreciate what is at stake, consider the esteem we extend to those who know about the
nature of things, who understand more fully how things go and what we should do, or
who reason more deeply than others. In this sense, to the knowers we grant power. In
Western culture, such power was once embedded within religious institutions. With the
gradual secularization of society in what we call “the Enlightenment” trust in religious
figures as truth bearers began to decline. Within the 20™ century, the sciences began to
replace religious institutions as the centers of knowledge. With support from a cadre of
logical positivist philosophers, a new Cathedral of Truth began to emerge.

The dialogues on social construction have their origins in the moment of doubt.
On what grounds can one justify claims to truth, knowledge, or reason? Who can
justifiably make such claims? In this sense, one may trace early roots of social
construction to such figures as Heraclitus, Vico, Nietzsche, Dewey, and Wittgenstein. All
raised a voice of suspicion about transcendent claims to knowledge. More directly



relevant to social construction, scholars often view Berger and Luckmann’s 1966 volume,
The social construction of reality as the landmark work. They spoke of the individual’s
symbolic universe, or the way we subjectively understand the world. This universe
emerges through social interaction, and ultimately we come to see it as objectively true.
Yet, because this work was largely uninformed by major movements bursting into the
intellectual scene, it was later eclipsed.

The primary intellectual stimulants to recent dialogues issue from at least three,
quite independent movements. The convergence of these movements provides the basis
for social constructionist inquiry today. The first movement may be viewed as critical,
and refers to the mounting critique of the unacknowledged ideological saturation of all
descriptions and explanations of the world, including those issuing from the empirical
sciences. Thus challenged are sciences that claim their knowledge to be value-neutral —
true for all people, regardless of religion, politics, or ideology. Such critique can be traced
back at least to the Frankfurt School (Tarr, 2011), but today is more fully embodied in the
work of Foucault (1980), and associated movements within feminist, black, gay and
lesbian, and anti-psychiatry enclaves. The second significant movement, the
literary/rhetorical, originates in the fields of literary theory and rhetorical study. In these
domains, scholars demonstrate the extent to which our theories, explanations and
descriptions of the world are not so much dependent upon the world in itself as on
discursive conventions (see, for example, Goodman, 1978; McClosky, 1985). Traditions
of language-use set the conditions within which all accounts of the world must be lodged.
The world in itself makes no demands on which language we select. The third context of
ferment, the social, may be traced to the collective scholarship in the history of science,
the sociology of knowledge, and the social studies of science (see, for example, Kuhn,
1962; Poovey, 1998). Here the major focus is on the social processes giving rise to
knowledge claims, both scientific and otherwise. In this context, claims to knowledge are
traced to groups of people who collectively try to make sense of the world, given their
particular historical and cultural conditions. From this standpoint, it is not the world that
dictates our knowledge claims; rather, our knowledge claims fashion what we take the
world to be.

These intellectual movements scarcely emerged in a historical vacuum. For one,
in the social turmoil of the 60s and 70s, all authority was placed in question.
Governments, institutions of justice, corporations, and scientists alike were implicated for
their role in economic, racial, and gender oppression, along with the ways in which they
contributed to oppressive wars in Southeast Asia. Further, the enormous expansion of
communication technologies (e.g. radio, television, cell phones, and later the internet),
also brought with them an expanded consciousness of “the other.” Increasingly we have
been confronted with a teeming array of ideas, innovations, values, and ways of life from

' For more extended discussions see, for example, Gergen (1994, 2015), Lock and Strong (2010), and
Holstein and Gubrium (2008).
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all corners of the earth. Under these conditions, one can scarcely emerge without a
realization of multiple constructions of the real and the good. As Gergen (2001) has
proposed, such technologies have sown the seeds for a constructionist orientation in the
culture more generally.

This heady mix of ideas, combined with widespread global changes, has
enormous and far-reaching implications for scholars and practitioners in education. For,
if we approach knowledge as a social construction, a major re-evaluation of our traditions
is invited, and a vast range of new possibilities and practices begin to emerge. Let us
briefly consider four important conclusions favored by the constructionist dialogues,
along with some of their implications for educational policy and practice:

From foundational knowledge to pragmatic and contextually based knowledge

For constructionists, all knowledge claims issue from particular groups, with
particular values, at particular times in history. Thus, the question of what should be
taught in our educational systems cannot be answered in terms of universal knowledge,
that is, “what humans know with certainty about the world.” There is no necessary
curriculum, for example, of the kind that would justify test comparisons within or across
cultures. More important for curricula development are questions of pragmatics. What
does a given curriculum enable students to accomplish in the world? And this question
cannot be answered outside deliberation on issues of needs, values, and possibilities.
What is needed and by whom, whose values are in play, and what are the repercussions
for society and the world?

From value-neutral knowledge to critical and appreciative sensitivity

For constructionists, all claims to knowledge carry with them implicit values. Any
search “to know” will proceed from a way of life, complete with assumptions about the
world, and the values inherent in this way of life. Virtually all the sciences, for example,
are lodged in a materialist tradition, and will thus objectify and valorize what we take to
be phenomena in what we call the material world. Yet, in these normal and quite
unremarkable accounts of the world, we also silence the discourse of moral good, of
desires, and of the spirit. In this sense, an education that illuminates the “causal relations
among material entities” is essentially ideological in its implications. It shapes our
understanding in a way that marginalizes or indeed extinguishes alternative constructions.
In this context, the constructionist dialogues invite educational policies and practices that
are sensitive to “hidden curricula,” the unspoken values in the otherwise taken for
granted, as formulated by Jackson as early as 1968. Invited is an orientation that permits
an appraisal of the implied values and their implications for our lives together. This does
not simply mean deliberation on those voices marginalized by all declarations of the real.
Invited as well is an exploration of the positive potentials of the values in question.
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From knowledge as representation to knowledge as action

Constructionists are highly critical of what is called the picture theory of
language, that is, a view that treats language as a vehicle for accurate and objective
representing the world. It is this view that underlies the scientific attempt to fest
hypotheses through controlled observation. As it is traditionally reasoned, observations
enable the scientist to determine whether a hypothesis is true or false. This approach
works as long as one plays a game in which language functions in a pre-established way.
If we all agree on the rules of the game of tennis, for example, we can declare with little
doubt when a “double fault” has occurred. Outside the game, however, the call of
“double fault” not only makes little sense, but its social utility is lost. More compelling
for constructionists is Wittgenstein’s (1953) view of meaning as dependent on the use of
language within ongoing relationships. On this account, language acquires its value
through its utility in social affairs. Calling an action a “double fault” in tennis is useful
in terms of sustaining the rules that make the game possible. To extend this view into the
educational domain, the mastery of textbook knowledge has limited utility, as it is cut
away from the “games” in which it has a social function. The invitation, then, is to think
of education more in terms of mastering the games as opposed to mastering the
abstracted representations. This means a shift from education as knowledge absorption
to knowledge making. It is not what you can recite that reveals a good education, but
what you can do.

As many find, this emphasis on education as a making is optimally suited to the
emerging global conditions of rapid change. The same technologies that generate a
consciousness of construction are also responsible for the continuous circulation and
accumulation of ideas, perspectives, and innovations. What we take to be knowledge
about the world thus expands exponentially, while simultaneously undermining the
credibility and often the utility of any taken-for-granted world. In effect, what we take to
be known is always in motion. The challenge for future educational practices is
preparing students for a life of continuous innovation — or knowledge making.

From an individualist to a relational orientation to education

For constructionists, all meaning is born within relational process. This shift from
the individual to relational process is of enormous consequence for educational policy
and practice. At the outset, extending the preceding discussion, one begins to see
knowledge making as an inherently social process. Skills of participation are thus an
essential aspect of education. Further, in Western educational systems the traditional
emphasis is on educating the individual mind. As a result, teaching practices are aimed at
the development of the individual, for example, by private reading, recitation, and
homework. And it is the individual who is tested for signs of his or her mastery.
However, when relational process is placed in the forefront of concern, a major shift
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occurs. One begins to ask how pedagogical practices can become more participatory and
collaborative; and to explore alternatives to the evaluation of individuals. “We are simply
teaching dependence upon authority, linear thinking, social apathy, passive involvement,
and hands-off learning”, says Sirotnik (1983). The emphasis on participatory processes
extends as well to teacher training, and indeed to thinking about the well-being of entire
educational systems, and the way they function to build meaning and inspire action.

Social Construction in the Educational Context

The preceding outlines but a few of the more important implications of
constructionist ideas for education. However, such ideas are scarcely cut away from
longstanding deliberations and innovations in the educational sphere. Constructionist
ideas are closely allied, for example, with John Dewey’s pragmatist orientation to
knowledge. As Dewey (1924) proposed, “There is no such thing as genuine knowledge
and fruitful understanding except as the offspring of doing” (p. 321-322). Further, as
Dewey proposed, understanding is realized most fully in social participation. In his
words, “All education proceeds by the participation of the individual in the social
consciousness.” (1987, p. 77). Lev Vygotsky’s (1926, 1978) theories have also played a
pivotal role in the constructionist dialogues. His vision of the higher processes of mind as
derivatives of social process, along with his emphasis on the role of social interaction in
fostering the child’s development, have attracted many engaged in constructionist
debates. Among the many theorists and practitioners influenced by Vygotsky’s ideas,
Jerome Bruner’s (1996) deliberations on education have been most prominent.
Stimulating discussion with constructionist circles is Bruner’s view that learning reaches
its full potential from active participation in the culture. Lave and Wenger (1991) have
also reflected Vygotsky’s views in their emphasis on how apprentices learn through their
participation in a community of practice. Wenger has gone on to expand on the latter
concept in emphasizing the way in which participation gives rise to identity, inspires
dedication, and gives meaning to one’s actions (Wenger et al, 2002). Collaborative
learning, and the closely related cooperative learning, have redefined the traditional
student-teacher relationship and have opened up new methodologies where learners
engage actively in a group process. Such an orientation not only enhances the educational
process but also befits the new workplace that has replaced hierarchical structures with
horizontal relations of teamwork.

At this juncture, it is important to point out in this context a distinction
traditionally made between constructivism and social constructionism (Steffe and Gale,
1995). Like social constructionists, the constructivists —often identified with theorists
such as Piaget and Inhelder (1969) and Kelley (1955)- emphasize the way in which
people construct their realities. However, for constructivists the site of construction is the
individual mind. In effect, constructivism is strongly psychological, and in terms of
education, is child centered. In contrast, social constructionists view the site of reality



Xiv

making within social process. In this sense, constructionism is neither child centered nor
curriculum centered, but is relational. Relational process is at the center of effective
education. Now, both the traditions of Dewey and Vygotsky do speak of mental process,
but view this process as closely tied to the social surrounds. One might say, “mind within
society.” Often this orientation is thus called social constructivism. The kinds of practices
emphasized by social constructivists are very similar — sometimes identical — with those
of constructionists.

As constructionist ideas have entered increasingly into various educational
communities, new and far-reaching developments have occurred. There is first the
explosion of postmodern thought into the educational sphere. Postmodern scholarship
feeds from much the same intellectual sources as those of social construction, but
provides a more sweeping critique of the modernist cultural context giving rise to the
metaphor of education as a machine. Important for constructionists, then, are not only the
more general treatises on education in a postmodern vein (Usher and Edwards, 1994).
There is also the development of quite specific movements. For example, drawing
inspiration from Paulo Freire’s (1968/1970) early critique of the subjugating impact of
traditional education, a vital movement of critical education scholarship has emerged
(see, for example, Lather, 1991; Giroux, 2011, 2014). Here scholars have illuminated the
various racial, gender, ethnic, and economic class biases that pervade the traditional
curriculum and pedagogical practices. Recommended are pedagogies fostering critical
literacy (Banks, 1996) whereby facts, concepts, paradigms, and explanations challenge
mainstream knowledge and expand on established canons in such a way that there is a
full flowering of the multiple cultures in society. In a similar vein, Cummins (2004) has
described the way culturally diverse students are required to acquiesce to the perspectives
of the dominant group. He calls for their empowerment through processes of
collaborative relations of power (also see Chapter 2). Also emerging within the
postmodern arena is the narrative movement. The use of narrative essays, in which
students speak in their own language about their experiences, allows them to validate
their traditions and identity (Phillion, Ming Fang He, and Connelly, 2005). Others have
used narrative as a learning practice, based on the realization that there is more
engagement and drama in narrative as opposed to didactic pedagogy (Rossiter and Clark,
2007).

Constructionist dialogues have also been partisan to developments in educational
research. At the outset, the dialogues played an important role in legitimating qualitative
methods of inquiry. This is so, in part, because the more traditional methods of research —
emphasizing experimentation and statistics — were both cumbersome and ineffectual in
many spheres of educational inquiry. For constructionists there are no foundational
warrants for such methods; they are simply a collection of practices that lead to certain
kinds of descriptions and explanations, and not others. In this context, qualitative
approaches are enormously helpful, for example, in fostering participant observation, in-



depth interviewing, and action research. A summary of much constructionist allied
research in education has been provided by Wortham and Jackson (2008). However
among the forms of inquiry often championed by constructionists are narrative research
(Casey, 1995; Mertier, 2013), discourse analysis (Rogers, 2004), and action research
(Noffke and Stevenson, 1995). Both narrative and discourse studies fall naturally into
constructionist concerns, as they emphasize the many ways in which realities are
constructed in language. Action research is favored by many constructionists, as it avoids
altogether the problem of using research to “tell the truth” about the nature of the world.
An excellent example of the kind of action research championed by constructionists is
furnished by Rogoff, Turkanis, and Bartlett (2001). In an elementary school setting, they
brought together students, teachers, and adults from the extended community. As they
reasoned, learning occurs most effectively through the engaged participation of learners
together. Thus, teachers joined with both parents and even the youngest students to plan
the curriculum and classroom activities. Parents served periodically as co-teachers;
students from different grades were brought together for co-learning sessions. The result
was the successful creation of a broad community of learners.

Dialogues between practice invested theorists and theoretically oriented
practitioners have also brought forth a rich range of outcomes. Thus, for example, in
thinking through issues of multiple literacies and their various uses, James Gee (1990)
had made a strong case for viewing reading and writing as social — as opposed to mental
— actions. This work later gave rise to Gee’s (2008) exploration of videogame skills as a
form of literacy. Scholars such as Bruffee (1993) and Kafai and Resnick (1996) also
made early strides in wedding theoretical scholarship to pedagogical practices, practices
that especially favored dialogue and collaboration. For example, Cope and Kalantzis
(2013) have introduced the use of computing devices in collaborative environments
where the relative contributions of different learners can be traced, while the whole
jointly constructed product can be appreciated as greater than the sum of individual
contributions (also see Chapter 21). In their work Hersted and Gergen (2013) advance the
use of dialogue to enhance skills for participating in dialogic processes themselves.

The implications of such work are well illustrated in the present volume.
However, the reader may find especially challenging the work of Davies and Gannon
(2009) and their colleagues, as they introduce pedagogical practices of collective
biography and relational art. In their eighteen year long intervention in the education of a
territorial minority in Greece, Dragonas and Frangoudaki (2014) orchestrated
collaborative interactions with students, teachers and the entire community, thus
transforming structures and practices. In his recent work in Suriname, Schoenmakers
(2014) also demonstrates ways in which relational practices can transform an entire
educational system. Sax (2008) has extended the emphasis on collaboration to “re-
author” teaching in on-line education. Appreciative Inquiry (Al), as a constructionist
practice for bringing about organizational change, has made a significant impact on



educational practitioners. The Al emphasis on replacing “problem talk™ with appreciative
dialogue is especially inviting to many educators. Dole, Godwin and Moehle (2014)
provide a substantial anthology of positive transformations in schools around the world.
Preskill and Catsambas (2006) have developed an appreciative orientation to evaluating
both student and educational systems performance. In each case, the emphasis is on
building the future through focusing on what is valued as opposed to what is wrong.
Winslade and Williams (2012) extend constructionist ideas into practices for addressing
conflict and eliminating violence in schools. And in their recent writings, Haslebo and
Lund (2014, 2015) reach across a wide range of practices for not only building positive
relationships in schools, but indeed moving entire school cultures in a collaborative
direction.

The Present Volume

Drawing from this rich array of ideas and practices, the present volume adds both
detail and dimension to what has proceeded. At the outset, our attempt is to showcase
work from a variety of different cultural settings. This not only demonstrates how
constructionist initiatives in education can be successfully shared across national
boundaries. More important, we come to see how ideas and practices can be re-formed as
they shift from one cultural context to another. Social constructionist logics do not
demand regimentation and restriction; rather, they invite continuous emergence. Thus, we
include 20 contributions in this volume from 12 countries across four continents, with
each contribution carrying its own special qualities and creativity. Nevertheless, as
editors we remain apologetic. There is so much more that could have been added, and all
too many omissions. We can only hope that the process of sharing can continue through
many different channels. We have also divided the contributions into four sections,
including theory, practice, systems change, and research and evaluation. In many respects
the organization is arbitrary. Constructionism does not, for example, make a clean
separation between theory and practice. Theory is itself a practice, and all practice carries
with it often unspoken conceptual assumptions. Further, changes in micro-practices (for
example, classroom pedagogy) are not fundamentally distinct from system change. Thus,
while this sectioning may successfully prevent reader vertigo, the adventurous reader will
find it useful to explore the whole of which the various chapters represent faceted
reflections.

Section I of the volume is thus composed of four contributions to constructionist
theory in education. The initial chapters in this section both draw from the critical
tradition in education, and link their particular concerns to the constructionist dialogues.
In Chapter 1, Jim Cummins draws from the French educational context to critically
analyze the political discourse around multi-culturalism, immigration, and educational
effectiveness, along with the processes of identity recognition in school curricula. As he
sees it, these combined influences generate the kind of hostility ultimately realized in the
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slaughter of the Charlie Hebdo journalists. Cummins proposes specific practices that
would reduce alienation by enabling culturally marginalized students to engage positively
with the curriculum. Especially emphasized are practices of ‘“collaborative power,”
essentially fostering “identities of competence” among first and second-generation
immigrant students.

Tim Corcoran and Tom Billington (Chapter 2) extend the dialogues in critical
education, to place in focus what they see as the ideological and political socialization of
all educational policies and practices. They trouble over the impact of the current
industrial, mechanistic, and individualist policies and practices that now govern Western
education. As they reason, if education is inherently a means of generating our forms of
life, then ideological issues should not be hidden, as in the present context, but should be
central to our forms of education. We should take responsibility for the ethical, moral and
political nature of our discourse and relationships. In this respect, they propose that
educational ontologies and epistemologies should be driven by the pursuit of
psychosocial justice, thus contributing to the wellness of the human condition.

In his chapter (3), Kenneth Gergen advocates a fundamental shift in our
conception of knowledge, from a traditional view of knowledge as carried by fixed
representations of the world to knowledge as embedded in ongoing, relational practice.
As he proposes, knowledge in this sense is not located in any place, such as individual
minds, books, or computer files. Rather, knowledge is continuously realized in the active
social process of making, or what he calls relational praxis. This view is linked not only
to constructionist ideas but as well their emphasis on pragmatic utility. As Gergen
proposes, such an orientation to knowledge is maximally congenial with the increasingly
rapid tempo of global life, and its demands for adjustment and innovation. Promising
pedagogical initiatives are also proposed.

Echoing issues central to the preceding chapter, Gordon Wells (Chapter 4) makes
a case for the foundational role played by dialogue in the creation of knowledge and its
powerful potentials in the educational process. Inspired by Vygotskian views of human
development through collaboration, Wells argues that the top-down, standardization of
school curricula constrains the kind of instructional conversation through which
education most effectively proceeds. This view is supported by Wells’ extensive research
on classroom dialogue. The chapter goes on to formulate the classroom conditions
favoring the emergence of productive dialogue, how dialogue may be facilitated through
computer-based interchange, and how dialogic pedagogy may be continuously improved
over time.

In Section II, the offerings focus on education practices. Specifically, these
chapters address ways in which educators, consultants, students, and parents create
learning environments as well as projects and activities emphasizing collaborative
knowledge creation. Each chapter introduces the authors’ attempts to transform
traditional educational habits into collaborative and engaging forms of practice. The
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chapters are particularly inspiring as they show us that it is possible, in very traditional
educational contexts, to introduce participatory and creative forms of learning. We begin
in Chapter 5 with Bjorn Hauger and Ingebjorg Maeland’s account of their strikingly
successful practices for working with adolescent school drop-outs in Norway. With the
use of a collection of creative practices — a Tree Method for the student’s planning his or
her future, Strength cards that encourage students to share their positive views of each
other, and a Road Map for achieving specific goals - the school succeeds in motivating
otherwise “youth at risk” to regain direction and enthusiasm in building their future.

In Chapter 6 Mary Gergen offers an innovative framing of the classic
“introductory” university course. She aptly points out that most introductory courses are
designed to present the subject matter as coherent and “scientifically true” while
simultaneously bringing students on a journey through radically different — and
frequently oppositional — theoretical positions. She uses the introductory psychology
course as her illustration. Gergen notes that professors teaching these courses must often
“pretend” that the disparate views of psychology are all “foundational” to the discipline
and thereby present no obvious dilemma about psychology. To avoid this, she proposes
that professors treat each theory as another way of talking. She discusses the innovative
assignments and activities in which she has students engage, all illustrating how each
psychological theory offers a way of explaining human behavior. If each offers a
construction of the world, the question that follows should not be “which one is correct”
but “which one is useful in a given situation.” This chapter is valuable for those who feel
trapped teaching these survey-based introductory courses and Gergen’s innovative
assignments and activities provide exciting ways to teach these, sometimes unpopular,
introductory courses.

The following chapter (7) by Anne Morrison and Kristen Chorba presents the
unfolding history of a peer mentoring project and the development of a course in
Relational Learning in Education. They chronicle the evolution of a truly collaborative
form of learning, one where students take on the task of working with new students. In so
doing, and with the use of Tom Andersen’s reflecting process, a collaborative learning
community is developed. From this peer mentoring project emerges a course in
“relational learning” where students come to understand in action the significance of
relationships and relational processes in education. In Chapter 8 Charru Sharma shares
her work in creative drama to ignite children’s learning. She calls this “joyful learning” —
an inspiring image! She notes that traditional Indian education is focused on the teacher’s
transmission of information to the students rather than on collaborative and creative
modes of learning. She also describes her research with third grade children in India,
suggesting that over the course of two and a half years, creative drama, as a process-
centered experience, enhances both the cognitive and social development of children.
This chapter offers support for the creative development of relational practices in the
classroom.
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Bullying has become a widespread problem in schools. Two chapters treat
bullying from a constructionist perspective. In her chapter (9), Sylvia London describes a
training program for teachers and school administrators for purposes of creating a
generative school environment for effectively addressing bullying. The attempt was to
help professionals create the kind of conversations and relationships that would invite all
the participants in the educational community (teachers, parents, students and all school
personnel) into mutually appreciative dialogue. By all accounts, this ten-month program
proved highly successful. In the following chapter (10), Gita Haslebo and Gro Lund
approach the topic of bullying by pointing out the individualist assumptions surrounding
the understanding and treatment of bullying. Based on these assumptions, the job of
teachers and school personnel is to protect the “victim” and punish the bully. Haselbo and
Lund propose a relational alternative. Here the challenge for teachers is to listen and
understand the different sense-making contexts relevant to bullying, and to search for
generative re-framings. The authors illustrate how appreciative and supportive
communication patterns can be developed.

Contributions in Section III explore educational interventions that aim at whole-
system transformations in educational communities around the world. Key themes in all
five chapters include the power of dialogical and collaborative practices; the engagement
of students, teachers and the entire community in the process by which knowledge is
created and utilized; the shift from the individual to collaborative learning; the building
of relational trust; the disturbance of existing patterns of interaction so as to allow the
emergence of new, more complex ones; and a critique of those educational structures that
have traditionally disempowered students.

Thus, in Chapter 11 Anni Vassiliou and Thalia Dragonas describe the
development of Creative Youth Workshops, framed within a program for enhancing the
education of Muslim minority children in Thrace, Greece. For 13 years these workshops
have brought together children, adolescents and young adults across various divides of
the Thracian society —minority/majority, Christian Orthodox/Muslim, rural/urban. They
have provided a long-lasting journey in jointly constructing alternative, positive
possibilities of living together in a conflict-ridden social environment. They represent an
exciting partnership between a community of youth workers, youths and their families,
along with enhancing personal and interpersonal skills involved in community building.

In the following chapter (12) Loek Schoenmakers describes an effort to generate
primary education reform in the Republic of Suriname. Central to the effort was the
creation of a publication that could reflect Suriname’s own shared vision of education.
Rather than depending on the claims of a priori experts, multiple voices from all sectors
shared stories of positive experiences in education. The resulting publication was
disseminated to ten thousand educational professionals, and sparked a nationwide
conversation that led to long-term changes in primary education.



The next two chapters extend the implications of Appreciative Inquiry, by
drawing from its assumption for purposes of innovation. Xinping Zhang describes in
Chapter 13 an educational intervention in which the concepts of Appreciative Inquiry and
Appreciative Leadership were applied to primary and secondary schools in the Jiangsu
Province of China. Working with school principals, a collaborative leadership model was
designed for strengthening the interaction within the school and cooperation between the
school and the community. Collaborative dialogical practices were instigated to facilitate
each department’s ability to govern and plan for itself, while cultivating an inclusive
atmosphere. Teachers were also given the opportunity to present and share their work
along appreciative principles.

In Chapter 14 Susan Riva presents a case study illustrating how constructionist
ideas invite the development of innovative methods for improving the wellbeing of
disabled children in a Swiss day-care center. Responding to a relational crisis among
teachers, therapists, and parents, Riva adopted a multi-level strategy, including conflict
resolution practices, enhanced collaborative skills, and the integration of traditionally
unheard voices into social and healthcare narratives. The result was a shared vision of
institutional roles and practices, and a legacy of inclusive practices.

Section IV includes contributions introducing a constructionist perspective in
educational research and evaluation. The section begins with three papers that feature
developments in educational research. Eleftheria Tseliou (Chapter 15) begins by
introducing discourse analysis as a central constructionist research methodology. If it is
largely through language that we construct the world, then discursive practices in
educational settings should be of focal significance. She presents an overview of the
“colorful landscape” of the diverse and multi-disciplinary discourse analysis approaches,
coupled with examples from educational research studies. She argues that discourse
analysis can promote dialogic, contextually sensitive and critical perspectives in
educational research. In Chapter 16, Rebecca Webb describes a discourse study from an
English primary school. Webb’s analysis highlights how the discourse of human rights
exemplifies the ways in which the ‘3-R’s’ - namely, rights, respect, and responsibility -
are both institutionally constructed and performed in the context of everyday educational
practices. Like many of the contributors to this book, she highlights the inherently
political aspect of educational processes. In Chapter 17, Aitor Gémez expands the range
of inquiry to include action research. He introduces a dialogic approach to research and
evaluation he calls the Communicative Methodology of Research (CMR). This approach
promotes collaborative practices with research participants who are invited to participate
throughout all of the phases of a research project. A case study is presented, which took
place at a school setting in a deprived area in Spain. A community participatory
evaluation following the premises of CMR lead to transformative effects.

The remaining chapters are concerned with performance evaluation in education.
The chapters treat the problems of traditional evaluation, and the possibilities for
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alternatives more congenial with constructionist ideas. A strong critique of performance
evaluation in k-12 has been offered by Gergen and Dixon-Roman (2014). In Chapter 18,
Peter Dahler-Larsen continues the critique of evaluation from a constructionist
perspective, and argues for more collaborative and participatory forms of practice. He
narrates wide-ranging examples from his personal experience in the context of higher
education. Then, resonating with many of Dahler-Larsen’s concerns, Sheila McNamee
(Chapter 19) also argues for replacing traditional practices of student
evaluation/assessment with collaborative and participatory processes. To support her
vision of ‘relational evaluation,’ she includes vivid examples from the university context.
Finally, Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis (Chapter 20) discuss the role that computer
mediated technologies can play in the educational “assessment of evidence of learning.”
They emphasize the transformative pedagogical potential for social as opposed to
individual learning, and outline the possibilities and practices for pedagogy in which
students are engaged as “creators of knowledge.”
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Section I
Constructionist Theory in Education






The Social Construction of Identities
Reflections on 21* Century Education in Light
of the Charlie Hebdo Slaughter

Jim Cummins

Just before noon on Wednesday January 7 2015, two masked men armed with
automatic rifles entered the offices of the weekly satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo in
central Paris and gunned down newspaper staff and police officers, killing twelve and
wounding many more. Several more innocent people would die in subsequent days
before the two gunmen and an accomplice who took hostages in a Jewish supermarket
were killed by police. The three attackers were of Algerian ethnic origin and were born
and educated in France.

These horrific events, together with similarly motivated attacks in other countries
(e.g., Belgium, Canada, the Netherlands, Spain, and the United Kingdom [UK]), have
unfolded in the wake of the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon, and
the subsequent ‘war on terror’ initiated by the United States. They provide a frame for the
issues I will consider in this paper, the central ones being (a) the extent to which
educational systems in western countries may have indirectly contributed to the
alienation and radicalization of youth from socially marginalized groups and (b) the
extent to which alternative educational orientations that prioritize the ways in which
identities are negotiated within schools might increase the identification of marginalized
youth with the broader society.

I will initially sketch aspects of the French educational context to illustrate some
general patterns in the ways that many European countries orient themselves to diversity
among their school populations. I will then examine some of the broader societal
discourses relating to constructs such as ‘multiculturalism’ and ‘immigration’ that reflect
the emergence and consolidation of ‘us versus them’ perspectives in relation to so-called
‘immigrants’, many of whom have lived in European countries over several generations. |
will then broaden the analysis to the more general international discourse on ‘educational
effectiveness’, which has been choreographed by the Organization for Economic and
Cultural Development (OECD) in its Programme for International Student Achievement
(PISA), in order to draw attention to the absence of any consideration of issues related to
societal power relations and teacher-student identity negotiation in these ‘evidence-
based’ attempts to improve global educational performance. Finally, I will present a
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framework focused on understanding causes of underachievement among marginalized
group students and ways of reversing this process that incorporates as central components
societal power relations and their reflection in patterns of identity negotiation within
schools.

The overall argument is that schools can increase the probability that youth from
marginalized groups will engage in a positive way with the broader society if they focus
on promoting ‘identities of competence’ (Manyak, 2004) among these students. This
educational orientation may require teachers to actively challenge, through their
pedagogical practice, patterns of coercive power relations in the wider society. It may
also entail the development of school-based policies in relation to language, culture, and
literacy that are at variance with those implied by top-down mandates from school boards
or Ministries of Education.

Diversity in French and European Educational Contexts

Hélot and Young (2006) provide a succinct account of the orientation to linguistic
and cultural diversity characteristic of the French educational system. They note that the
French educational system is very centralized and hierarchical with essentially the same
curriculum implemented in all classrooms, including those in French territories overseas.
They point out that while teachers do have pedagogical freedom in their classrooms, the
very ambitious curriculum leaves little room for innovation: “Most teachers are used to
implementing top-down policies since they work under the authority of inspectors whose
job it is to make sure such policies are put into practice” (p. 72). Although official
documents endorse integration of minorities, actual practice in schools has focused on
assimilation with minimal acknowledgement of students’ home language, culture and
religion. Hélot and Young argue that there has been very little interest among policy-
makers and most educators in positioning students’ multilingualism and multiculturalism
as an asset rather than as a handicap and they highlight “the refusal to take stock of the
very real problems of discrimination and racism toward certain sectors of the population”
(p. 73). One illustration is the fact that third-generation immigrant children are still often
referred to as ‘children of foreign origin’ despite the fact that many of them were born in
France and hold French nationality.

This educational orientation to diversity is not by any means unique to France.
Many European (and other) countries similarly perceive the linguistic and cultural
diversity represented by immigrant students as a problem to be overcome rather than as a
potential educational resource (see Ruiz, 1984, for a discussion of this distinction).

If one of the major goals of educational policies is to reduce underachievement
among low-socioeconomic status (SES) immigrant-background students, then the
‘problem-oriented’ policies implemented in most European countries are clearly not
working. The sampling of PISA data for reading achievement among 15-year-old
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students presented in Table 1 shows that although the underachievement of immigrant-
background students in France is significant, several European countries fare worse.

Christensen and Steglitz (2008) highlight as particularly problematic the poor
performance of second-generation students in many European countries: “Of particular
concern, especially for policy-makers, should be the fact that second-generation
immigrant students in many countries continue to lag significantly behind their native
peers despite spending all of their schooling in the receiving country” (p. 18). In some
cases (Denmark and Germany in 2003; Austria and Germany in 2006) second generation
students who received all their schooling in the host country performed more poorly than
first generation students who arrived as newcomers and would likely have had less time
and opportunity to learn the host country language. These data clearly suggest that factors
other than simply opportunity to learn the host country language are operating to limit
achievement among second-generation students in these countries.

PISA 2003 | PISA 2003 PISA 2006 PISA 2006

Gen 1 Gen 2 Gen 1 Gen 2
Australia -12 -4 +1 +7
Austria =77 -73 -48 -79
Belgium -117 -84 -102 -81
Canada -19 +10 -19 0
Denmark -42 -57 -79 -64
France -79 -48 -45 -36
Germany -86 -96 -70 -83
Netherlands -61 -50 -65 -61
Norway -68 -59 -63 -42
Sweden -89 -20 -68 -29
Switzerland -93 -53 -85 -48
United Kingdom -44 -7
United States -50 -22

Table 1. PISA Reading scores 2003 and 2006 (based on data presented in Christensen and
Steglitz, 2008); Gen 1 = first generation students, Gen 2 = second generation students; negative
scores indicate performance below country mean, positive scores indicate performance above
country mean), 100 points represents one standard deviation.

Students’ performance tends to be better in countries such as Canada and Australia that
have encouraged immigration during the past 40 years and that have a coherent
infrastructure designed to integrate immigrants into the society (e.g. free adult language
classes, language support services for students in schools, rapid qualification for full
citizenship, etc.). Additionally, both Canada and Australia have explicitly endorsed
multicultural philosophies at the national level aimed at promoting respect across
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communities and expediting the integration of newcomers into the broader society. In
Canada (2003 assessment) and Australia (2006 assessment), second-generation students
performed slightly better academically than native speakers of the school language. By
contrast, second generation students tend to perform very poorly in countries that have
been characterized by highly negative attitudes towards immigrants (e.g., Austria,
Belgium, Denmark, Germany, France). Some of the positive results for Australia and
Canada can be attributed to selective immigration that favours immigrants with strong
educational qualifications. In both countries, the educational attainments of adult
immigrants are as high, on average, as those of the general population.

The overall picture for many European countries that emerges from the PISA data
is that second generation students who have experienced all their socialization in the host
country do not perform much better than first generation students who may have had
significantly less exposure to the host country language and culture. Clearly, despite full
access to state-provided educational opportunities, many immigrant-background students
are not succeeding academically. Students who drop out of school with minimal
qualifications and few job prospects represent fertile ground for recruitment to identity-
affirming roles in a global jihadist movement that highlights its goal of pursuing divinely
ordained justice and righteousness.

Commenting on the Charlie Hebdo attack, Canadian researchers Amarasingam
Amaranth and Rachel Brown (2015) point to issues of alienation and belonging as central
to understanding the attraction of the global jihadist movement for marginalized youth.
Muslims in France are estimated to grow to about 10 percent of the population by 2030.
They are mainly of Algerian ethnic origin and along with other immigrant-background
groups in France, they struggle with high unemployment as well as housing and
ghettoization issues. In a context of French nationalism, Amarasingam and Brown point
out that the only identity that is important in France is the national one, and other
identities, particularly religious ones, which may interfere with full assimilation, are seen
as problematic. The focus on assimilation within the schools and the consequent explicit
or implicit devaluation of the language, culture and religion of the home leaves many
young people without strong roots in either culture:

Many of these youth feel increasingly alienated from French society as well as the ethnic
and cultural heritage of their parents. They are nowhere at home. The only identity that
they feel they can have an unnegotiated connection with is their religious one. If they
cannot be a French or Algerian Muslim, they will simply be Muslim.

While simplistic connections cannot be drawn here, it should be noted that this is
precisely the same narrative marshalled by jihadist movements like Al Qaeda or the
Islamic State--that one’s identity as a Muslim is primary, and that Islamic identity
becomes increasingly impure the more it is coloured by ethnic and cultural trappings.
The narrative of the global jihadist movement, as a transnational brotherhood, has
acceptance and belonging built right into it.

We can choose, then, to understand the events in Paris this week, and future

events to be sure, as the actions of crazy Muslims who can’t take a joke. Or we can
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choose to look deeper and understand the ways in which Muslim youth in France, and
indeed Europe, are struggling with issues of integration and belonging, and
simultaneously trying to find their footing within the ‘old’ ethno-cultural demands of
their parents, the ‘new’ civic and national demands of French society, and the ever-
shifting religious dynamics and political reality of the global Muslim community. In other
words, it’s about more than just cartoons.’

In recent years, anti-immigrant sentiment in the wider society has been fueled by
national leaders who attribute the lack of integration of some minority groups to policies
of ‘multiculturalism’, which they interpret as encouraging immigrants to remain enclosed
in ethnic enclaves without making any attempt to integrate into the wider society. Like
Amarasingam and Brown (2015), these national leaders position ‘identity’ as a central
construct in understanding societal divisions related to ethnicity, but they attribute these
divisions to the unwillingness of ethnic groups to assimilate into the ‘mainstream’
society. Some examples of this discourse are examined in the next section.

‘Multiculturalism’ as Scapegoat: Dueling Discourses on Diversity

In a speech in Potsdam, Germany, on October 17, 2010, German Chancellor
Angela Merkel was the first of numerous European leaders to question the legitimacy of a
multicultural approach to creating societal cohesion, saying that ‘multikulti’ has utterly
failed. As reported by The Guardian newspaper, Merkel said the idea of people from
different cultural backgrounds living happily side by side did not work and the onus was
on immigrants to do more to integrate into German society.2 However, as Piller (2010)
points out, there is nothing new in her declaration as “Germany has never had a policy of
multiculturalism and the idea continues to be that migrants integrate into a dominant
German culture”. Piller also notes that in the same speech, Merkel said that Islam is now
part of Germany just like Christianity and Judaism and she accepted diversity and
particularly Muslims as a legitimate part of the imagined German nation.’

Despite the nuances in Merkel’s speech, the dominant headline in the global press
was that ‘multiculturalism’ and the unwillingness of immigrants to integrate were at the
root of the social rifts in German society. A few months later (5 February, 2011), British
prime minister David Cameron attributed the radicalization of Islamic youth to ‘the
doctrine of state multiculturalism’, which has “encouraged different cultures to live
separate lives, apart from each other and the mainstream”. He argued that young Muslim
men find it hard to identify with Britain, “because we have allowed the weakening of our
collective identity” and “have failed to provide a vision of society to which they feel they
want to belong”. Like Merkel, Cameron’s message was nuanced, arguing for the building

1http://www.thestar.com/ opinion/commentary/2015/01/10/charlie_hebdo_attacks not just about cartoons.
html#
? http://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/oct/17/angela-merkel-german-multiculturalism-failed

’ http://www.languageonthemove.com/language-globalization/what-did-angela-merkel-really-say
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of “stronger pride in local identity so people feel free to say yes, I am a Muslim, [ am a
Hindu, I am Christian but I am also a Londoner or a Berliner, too”. He argued that
identity, “that feeling of belonging in our countries ... is the key to achieving true
cohesion”*

A few days later, French President Nicolas Sarkozy joined the chorus by declaring
that the policy of encouraging the religious and cultural differences of immigrants was a
failure: “'Of course we must all respect differences, but we do not want a society where
communities coexist side by side. If you come to France, you accept to melt into a single
community, which is the national community, and if you do not want to accept that, you
cannot be welcome in France”.’

This collective discourse is remarkable in appropriating the term ‘multiculturalism’
to represent mythical state policies that encouraged immigrant communities to remain by
their own volition outside the mainstream society. There is no acknowledgement of
widespread housing segregation, job discrimination, and widespread school failure
(particularly in Germany and France) as contributors to societal exclusion. Minority
groups are solely responsible for their own failure to integrate. ‘Multiculturalism’ is code
for ‘being soft of immigrants’ and the consequent solution is therefore to ‘get tough” and
force them to assimilate. The implicit wish is that assimilation will cause them to
‘disappear’, thereby removing the problem they represent for society. Clearly, these
assimilation-oriented sentiments are unlikely to endorse attempts by schools to enable
students to take pride in and maintain access to their home languages and cultures.

Despite the rhetoric of integration and assimilation, the societal modus operandi in
relation to racialized groups has been one of segregation and exclusion. In this respect,
the current European situation is analogous to the long history of racism in the United
States where ‘melting pot’ rhetoric obscured the ugly reality that there was no inclination
to let African-American or Latino/Latina communities anywhere near the melting pot.
Assimilation was envisaged for European immigrants but not for racialized communities.
This reality was eloquently expressed in an essay by Isidro Lucas (1981) entitled
‘Bilingual Education and the Melting Pot: Getting Burned’:

There is in America a profound, underground culture, that of the unmeltable populations.

Blacks have proven unmeltable over the years. The only place allowed them near the

melting pot was underneath it. Getting burned. Hispanics were also left out of the melting

pot. Spanish has been historically preserved more among them than other languages in

non-English-speaking populations. It was a shelter, a defense. (p. 21-22)

The reality of discrimination against Muslims in many parts of Europe (and
elsewhere) is illustrated in a carefully controlled study carried out by Adida, Laitin, &
Valfort (2010). They reported that a Muslim job candidate in France is 2.5 times less
likely to receive a job interview callback than his or her Christian counterpart. The study

! http://www.newstatesman.com/blogs/the-staggers/2011/02/terrorism-islam-ideology
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controlled for potentially confounding factors, such as race and country of origin showing
that discrimination based on religious affiliation exists independently of other sources of
discrimination.

In summary, the discourse that calls on Muslims and other minority groups to make
greater efforts to assimilate into the mainstream society is hypocritical insofar as it
refuses to acknowledge the institutional and attitudinal barriers within the mainstream
society that block such assimilation. An ‘either-or’ choice is offered to immigrant
communities—either you repudiate the religious, cultural and linguistic affiliations that
distinguish you from members of the mainstream society or “you cannot be welcome in
France”, to quote Nicolas Sarkozy. Discrimination based on ‘racial’ markers (which are
difficult to hide) may still exist even for those who do attempt to assimilate in other ways.

Countries such as Australia and Canada, which adopted official national policies of
multiculturalism in the 1970s, have experienced less turmoil in relation to immigration
and diversity than many European countries. Although not without ambiguities,
inconsistencies, and ongoing discrimination based on race, religion and language, these
policies promoted a ‘both-and’ orientation to diversity that focused on lowering barriers
to full societal participation without demanding abandonment of religious, cultural, or
linguistic identities as the price of admission. As outlined in Table 1, academic
achievement of immigrant-background students has tended to be considerably higher in
these countries than in many European countries.

What implications does this analysis have for educational provision in diverse
societies? The link between academic achievement and societal participation 1is
obvious—students who drop out of school with minimal qualifications will operate on the
economic fringes of society and are thus much less likely to identify with the broader
society than those whose academic qualifications open doors to social and economic
advancement. A first step in exploring these issues is to examine the research evidence
regarding causes of underachievement among immigrant-background, low-SES, and
marginalized group students.

Causes of Underachievement among Marginalized Group Students

The PISA data collected in successive OECD studies over the past 15+ years
provides extremely valuable data on broad patterns of achievement in different countries
and among different social groups. The PISA studies have also identified the potentially
causal role of several variables. For example, the OECD (2010a) reports that the SES of
individual students exerted a highly significant effect on achievement in the PISA
studies: “On average across OECD countries, 14% of the differences in student reading
performance within each country is associated with differences in students’ socio-

? http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-135596 1/Nicolas-Sarkozy-joins-David-Cameron-Angela-
Merkel-view-multiculturalism-failed.html#ixzz3OcbRgEqa
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economic background” (OECD, 2010a, p. 14). However, this report noted that the effect
of the school’s economic, social and cultural status on students’ performance is much
stronger than the effects of the individual student’s socio-economic background. In other
words, when students from low-SES backgrounds attend schools with a socio-
economically advantaged intake, they tend to perform significantly better than when they
attend schools with a socio-economically disadvantaged intake. This difference between
the SES of individual students and the collective SES of students within particular
schools highlights the effects of housing (and consequent educational) segregation on
patterns of school achievement. The Charlie Hebdo attackers grew up in precisely this
kind of socially and educationally segregated environment.

Another important finding that has emerged from several of the PISA studies
concerns the role of reading engagement in determining reading achievement among 15-
year olds. The 2000 PISA study (OECD, 2004) reported that the level of a student’s
reading engagement was a better predictor of reading performance than his or her SES. In
more recent PISA studies, the OECD (2010b) reported that approximately one-third of
the association between reading performance and students’ SES was mediated by reading
engagement. The implication is that schools can potentially ‘push back’ about one-third
of the negative effects of socioeconomic disadvantage by ensuring that students have
access to a rich print environment and become actively engaged with literacy. The
credibility of this inference is supported by considerable data showing that many low-
SES students experience limited access to print in their homes, neighborhoods and
schools (Duke, 2000; Neuman & Celano, 2001). The causal link between print
access/literacy engagement and reading attainment has been demonstrated in numerous
research studies (e.g., Elley & Mangubhai, 1983; Lindsay, 2010; Sullivan & Brown,
2013).

Despite the valuable contributions that the PISA research has made to social and
educational policy considerations, some PISA researchers have made highly problematic
interpretations of the research relating to immigrant-background students’ emerging
bilingualism (Christensen & Stanat, 2007; Nusche, 2009; Stanat & Christensen, 2006).
As pointed out in the following sections, these interpretations reinforce an assimilationist
ideology of attributing the academic difficulties of immigrant-background youth to
family characteristics and choices, thereby deflecting responsibility from the educational
system and the choices implied by its structures and practices.

What does PISA say about students’ L.1?

The PISA research showed that in both mathematics and reading, first and second
generation immigrant-background students who spoke their L1 at home were
significantly behind their peers who spoke the school language at home. Christensen and
Stanat (2007) concluded: “These large differences in performance suggest that students
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have insufficient opportunities to learn the language of instruction” (p. 3). German
sociologist Hartmut Esser (2006) similarly argued on the basis of PISA data that “the use
of the native language in the family context has a (clearly) negative effect” (p. 64). He
further argued that retention of the home language by immigrant children will reduce
both motivation and success in learning the host country language (2006, p. 34). These
researchers endorse policies that would immerse immigrant-background children in the
societal language from age 3, thereby increasing opportunities to learn that language
(and, by the same token, reducing exposure to L1 and its associated ‘negative effects’).
Consistent with this position, both Christensen and Stanat, and Esser, claim that there is
little evidence that bilingual education is a credible option for increasing immigrant-
background students’ academic achievement.

In short, these researchers’ promotion of immersion in the language of the host
country as the most appropriate policy option derives from the following interpretation of
the PISA data: Inadequate proficiency in the school language and academic
underachievement are partially caused by insufficient opportunity to learn the school
language as a result of speaking a minority language at home.

There are some obvious problems with this interpretation. First, in arguing that
speaking a minority language at home contributes to immigrant students’ academic
difficulties, both Esser (2006) and Christensen and Stanat (2007) inappropriately move
from a language of association to a language of causation, ignoring the multiple factors
that mediate these relationships.

Second, even if there were a causal relationship between language use at home and
achievement, the direction of this causal relationship is not clear. It may be that students
who are more successful in acquiring the school language are more likely to use that
language in the home. In this case, the causal direction is from success in school language
acquisition to school language use at home. In other words, it is just as plausible to argue
that the negative correlation between home language use and school achievement reflects
the possibility that learners who acquire the school language more rapidly switch to that
language in the home as it is to argue that L1 use in the home results in poor school
achievement.

Finally, no relationship was found between home language use and achievement in
the two countries where immigrant students were most successful (Australia and Canada)
and the relationship disappeared for a large majority (10 out of 14) of OECD-member
countries when socioeconomic status and other background variables were controlled
(Stanat & Christensen, 2006, Table 3.5, pp. 200-202). The disappearance of the
relationship in a large majority of countries suggests that language spoken at home does
not exert any independent effect on achievement but is rather a proxy for variables such
as SES and length of residence in the host country.

In order to make a case that L1 use at home exerts an independent (negative) causal
impact on school achievement, researchers would have to explain why no such causal
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effect appears in immigrant-welcoming countries such as Australia and Canada and why
the relationship disappears in most countries when other background variables are taken
into account. When researchers and/or policy-makers draw causal inferences on the basis
of correlational relationships among variables without simultaneously examining counter-
evidence that might refute these inferences, it is legitimate to explore the extent to which
ideological considerations are influencing their claims. As noted above, the context in
which these problematic inferences were drawn was characterized by a dominant societal
discourse that attributed immigrants’ social woes (e.g., academic underachievement,
underemployment, etc.) to their unwillingness to integrate into the wider society.
Maintenance of the home language has frequently been seen as one ‘symptom’ of this
self-imposed segregation with the result that researchers and policy-makers have been
pre-disposed to interpret negative correlational relationships between L1 use and
achievement as causal relationships.

It is worth mentioning some inconsistency in OECD reports with respect to the
appropriate orientation that educators should adopt to immigrant-background students’
home languages. As noted above, problematic interpretation of quantitative relationships
have led some researchers to view home use of L1 as contributing to underachievement
among immigrant-background students. By contrast, the OECD (2010c) advocates
affirmative school policies towards students’ home language:

Valuing the mother tongue of immigrant students is an essential part of
developing a positive and appreciative approach to diversity and identity. It means
seeing students’ language capacities as part of their personal, social and cultural identity
and welcoming it as a tool for learning and understanding. (2010c, p. 49)

This perspective is consistent with the Council of Europe’s focus on plurilingualism
as an important goal of education (Little, 2010) and with a large number of studies
highlighting bilingualism as a positive force in children’s academic development.
Reviews by Barac and Bialystok (2011) and Adesope, Lavin, Thompson and Ungerleider
(2010) concluded that “the experience of speaking two languages yields cognitive
benefits in the areas of attentional control, working memory, abstract and symbolic
representation skills, and metalinguistic awareness” (Barac & Bialystok, 2011, p. 54).

In conclusion, there is no empirical justification for constructing immigrant
students’ home language as a cause of underachievement, nor for promoting early L2
immersion as a preferred instructional option. In fact, several recent comprehensive
research reviews on bilingual education for underachieving minority language students
suggest that in contexts where bilingual education is feasible (e.g., concentration of
particular groups), it represents a superior option to immersion in the language of the host
country. Francis, Lesaux and August (2006), for example, report: “The meta-analytic
results clearly suggest a positive effect for bilingual instruction that is moderate in size”
(p. 397). Similarly, Lindholm-Leary and Borsato (2006) conclude that minority student
achievement “is positively related to sustained instruction through the student’s first
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language” (p. 201). Thus, in contrast to the conclusion drawn by Christensen and Stanat
(2007) and other researchers and policy-makers on the basis of the PISA data, bilingual
education represents a legitimate and, in many cases, feasible option for educating
immigrant and minority language students.

In the French context, bilingual programs involving regional languages (e.g.,
Breton) are legal and are being implemented in different regions and overseas territories
(Hélot & Erfurt, in press). However, there has been virtually no discussion about the
possibility of implementing bilingual programs in the languages of migrant-background
students (e.g., Arabic). The fact that this option is currently ideologically unacceptable
not only in France but in most other European countries reflects the assimilationist
rhetoric and exclusionary reality of social policies in these countries. Despite the negative
orientation to the languages of migrant-background students, some educators and
university researchers have collaborated to implement innovative projects focused on
incorporating students’ home languages into language awareness activities (I’éveil au
langues) (e.g., Auger, 2008; Hélot & Young, 2006). These projects are capable of
generating considerable parental involvement and communicate a positive message to
students about the value of their home language and culture (Hélot & Young, 2006).
They reflect a philosophy of integration (where full participation in the social and
educational life of the dominant society does not require abandonment of affiliation to
home cultural, linguistic, and religious realities). One can only speculate about the extent
to which the perspectives of the Charlie Hebdo attackers might have developed
differently if they had experienced an evidence-based positive orientation in the school to
their linguistic and cultural accomplishments and affiliations.

Failure to consider societal power relations and identity devaluation
as causal factors

The OECD PISA studies have identified home-school language differences and
SES as background factors associated with academic underachievement. However, they
have failed to address another set of variables associated with underachievement in
countries around the world, namely, the effects of long-term social discrimination and
exclusion. There is extensive research documenting the chronic underachievement of
groups that have experienced systematic long-term discrimination in the wider society
(see, for example, Bishop & Berryman, 2006; McCarty, 2005; Ogbu, 1978). The link
between societal power relations and school experiences of some minority group students
has been succinctly expressed by Ladson-Billings (1995, p. 485) with respect to African-
American students: “The problem that African-American students face is the constant
devaluation of their culture both in school and in the larger society.” The effects of
constant devaluation of culture are illustrated in the well-documented phenomenon of
stereotype threat (Steele, 1997). Stereotype threat refers to the deterioration of
individuals’ task performance in contexts where negative stereotypes about their social
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group are communicated to them. Thus, there is a clear link between societal power
relations, identity negotiation, and task performance. Consistent with this perspective,
American researchers Dolson and Burnham-Massey (2011) emphasized that instruction
cannot focus only on language variables in isolation from patterns of historical and
current power relations:

Throughout the history of public education, the school system has been unable or unwilling

to systematically provide as effective programs for children from stigmatized minority

groups, most notably Native Americans, African Americans, and Hispanics as it does for
majority students. ... each of the mentioned groups has been historically  subordinated

through forms of violence (war, slavery, forced relocation, and/or genocide). (p. 74)

Among linguistically diverse students, the home language represents a very obvious
marker of difference from dominant groups. Despite increasing evidence of the benefits
of bilingualism for students’ cognitive and academic growth, schools in many contexts
continue to prohibit students from wusing their L1 within the school, thereby
communicating to students the inferior status of their home languages and devaluing the
identities of speakers of these languages. This pattern is illustrated in a study of Turkish-
background students in Flemish secondary schools carried out by Agirdag (2010). He
concludes:

[O]ur data show that Dutch monolingualism is strongly imposed in three different ways:
teachers and school staff strongly encourage the exclusive use of Dutch, bilingual
students are formally punished for speaking their mother tongue, and their home
languages are excluded from the cultural repertoire of the school. At the same time,
prestigious languages such as English and French are highly valued. (p. 317)

Agirdag’s findings are consistent with the account of French schools provided by
Hélot and Young (2006) suggesting that in many European educational contexts
immigrant-background students are not encouraged to take pride in their linguistic and
cultural knowledge and accomplishments. Schools reinforce the devaluation of identity
experienced by immigrant-background communities in the society at large.

The framework presented in Figure 1 (Cummins, 2001, 2009) sketches the ways in
which societal power relations and identity negotiation intersect in determining patterns
of academic achievement among marginalized group students. The ways in which
teachers negotiate identities with students can exert a significant impact on the extent to
which students will engage academically or withdraw from academic effort.

The framework proposes that relations of power in the wider society, ranging from
coercive to collaborative in varying degrees, influence both the ways in which educators
define their roles and the types of structures that are established in the educational
system. Coercive relations of power refer to the exercise of power by a dominant
individual, group, or country to the detriment of a subordinated individual, group or
country. For example, dominant group institutions (e.g. schools) have frequently required
that subordinated groups deny their cultural identity and give up their languages as a
necessary condition for success in the ‘mainstream’ society.
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Collaborative relations of power, by contrast, reflect the sense of the term ‘power’
that refers to ‘being enabled,” or ‘empowered’ to achieve more. Within collaborative
relations of power, ‘power’ is not a fixed quantity but is generated through interaction
with others. The more empowered one individual or group becomes, the more is
generated for others to share. Within

SOCIETAL POWER RELATIONS
influence
the ways in which educators define their roles (teacher identity)
and
the structures of schooling (curriculum, funding, assessment, etc.)

which, in turn, influence
the ways in which educators interact
with linguistically- and culturally-diverse students.

These interactions form
an
INTERPERSONAL SPACE
within which
learning happens
and
identities are negotiated.

These IDENTITY NEGOTIATIONS
either
Reinforce coercive relations of power
or
Promote collaborative relations of power

Figure 1. Societal power relations, identity negotiation, and academic achievement”.

this context, empowerment can be defined as the collaborative creation of power.
Students whose schooling experiences reflect collaborative relations of power participate

6 Adapted from Negotiating identities: Education for empowerment in a diverse society, by J. Cummins
2001, p. 20. Copyright 2001 by J. Cummins. Reprinted with permission.
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confidently in instruction as a result of the fact that their sense of identity is being
affirmed and extended in their interactions with educators. They also know that their
voices will be heard and respected within the classroom. Schooling amplifies rather than
silences their power of self-expression.

Educator role definitions refer to the mindset of expectations, assumptions and
goals that educators bring to the task of educating culturally diverse students. Educational
structures refer to the organization of schooling in a broad sense that includes policies,
programs, curriculum, and assessment. While these structures will generally reflect the
values and priorities of dominant groups in society, they are not by any means fixed or
static. As with most other aspects of the way societies are organized and resources
distributed, educational structures are contested by individuals and groups.

Educational structures, together with educator role definitions, determine the
patterns of interactions between educators, students, and communities. These interactions
form an interpersonal space within which the acquisition of knowledge and formation of
identity is negotiated. Power is created and shared within this interpersonal space where
minds and identities meet. As such, these teacher-student interactions constitute the most
immediate determinant of student academic success or failure.

The interactions between educators, students and communities are never neutral; in
varying degrees, they either reinforce coercive relations of power or promote
collaborative relations of power. In the former case, they contribute to the
disempowerment of culturally diverse students and communities; in the latter case, the
interactions constitute a process of empowerment that enables educators, students and
communities to challenge the operation of coercive power structures.

This framework generates a set of questions that can be utilized to examine the
extent to which schools are reflecting societal patterns of exclusion (coercive relations of
power) or challenging these exclusionary discourses by promoting collaborative relations
of power. The following questions are illustrative of this line of inquiry:

To what extent do school leaders:

e Promote respect for and high expectations in relation to students’ cultural,
linguistic, and intellectual resources and actively seek to mobilize these resources
in the instructional program?

e Actively encourage teachers to connect the curriculum to students’ lives
(experiences, interests, aspirations)?

e Create structures within the school that affirm the legitimacy of students’ home
languages as tools for thinking and as stepping stones to strong academic
performance in the school language?

e Establish strong parental and community participation as a priority;
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e [Establish a climate where student voice is heard and students share in the
ownership of the school as a learning organization?

e Establish a collaborative ethos among school staff, and work to support all
teachers in developing the knowledge base to teach diverse learners effectively?

e Recruit staff with the cultural/linguistic expertise and sensitivity to connect with
students and communities?

e Initiate an evidence-based language policy process within the school that
articulates belief systems about language and literacy development and directions
for attaining articulated goals?

The description of the highly centralized French school system discussed earlier
(Hélot & Young, 2006) suggests that few of these questions would be answered
affirmatively with respect to that context. Educational structures in some other contexts
may be characterized by greater flexibility but, by and large, most school systems have
not focused on identity affirmation in association with literacy development as a central
instructional goal.

In short, three potential sources of educational disadvantage characterize the social
situation of many immigrant-background communities: (a) home-school language switch
requiring students to learn academic content through a second language; (b) low-SES
associated with family income and low levels of parental education; (c¢) marginalized
group status deriving from social discrimination and/or racism in the wider society. Some
communities in different countries are characterized by all three risk factors (e.g., many
Spanish-speaking students in the United States, many Turkish-speaking students in
different European countries). In other cases, only one risk factor may be operating (e.g.,
middle-class African-American students in the United States). As outlined in the next
section, although these three social conditions constitute risk factors for students’
academic success, they become realized as educational disadvantage only when the
school fails to respond appropriately or reinforces the negative impact of the broader
social factors.

Effective Instruction that Responds to Causes of Underachievement
Table 2 elaborates on the three sources of potential educational disadvantage
outlined above and also specifies the evidence-based educational responses that are likely
to have the highest impact in addressing these sources of potential disadvantage.
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Home-school language differences

As noted above, the argument that L1 use at home will exert a negative effect on
achievement in L2 is refuted both by the PISA data and by the academic success of vast
numbers of middle-class bilingual and multilingual students in countries around the
world. Thus, parents who interact consistently with their children in L1 as a means of
promoting bilingualism and biliteracy can do so with no concern that this will impede
their children’s acquisition of the school language.

Student Background Linguistically Diverse Low-SES Marginalized Status
» Failure to understand + Inadequate prenatal care + Societal discrimination
instruction due to * Inadequate nutrition + Low teacher expectations
home/school language
differences * Housing segregation * Stereotype threat
» Lack of cultural and * |dentity devaluation

material resources in the
home due to poverty

» Limited range of language
interaction

* Inadequate access to print
at home and school, etc.

» Scaffold comprehension + Maximize literacy + Connect instruction to
and production of language | engagement students’ lives
across the curriculum * Reinforce academic + Affirm student identities

* Reinforce academic language across the in association with literacy
language across curriculum engagement

the curriculum

Table 2. Ways in which Schools Can Reduce the Impact of Potential Educational Disadvantage.

Also, as noted above, the international research data strongly supports the
effectiveness of bilingual education for minority group students. Thus, bilingual
education represents a legitimate and, in many cases, feasible option for educating
immigrant and minority language students.

In cases where bilingual education cannot be implemented either for reasons of
feasibility or ideology, then it is important that a// teachers (not just language specialists)
know how to support students in acquiring academic skills in the school language. The
term scaffolding is commonly used to describe the temporary supports that teachers
provide to enable learners to carry out academic tasks. These supports can be reduced
gradually as the learner gains more expertise. They include strategies such as use of
visuals and concrete experiences and demonstrations to increase comprehension.
Teachers also need to reinforce students’ awareness of and ability to use academic
language across the curriculum (for examples, see Cummins & Early, 2015; Hélot &
Young, 2006; Wong Fillmore & Fillmore, 2012).
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Low SES

Some of the sources of potential educational disadvantage associated with SES
are beyond the capacity of individual schools to address (e.g., housing segregation) but
the potential negative effects of other factors can be ameliorated by school policies and
instructional practices. In this regard, the two sources of potential disadvantage that are
most significant are the limited access to print that many low-SES students experience in
their homes, neighborhoods and schools (Duke, 2000; Neuman & Celano, 2001) and the
more limited range of language interaction that has been documented in the United States
in many low-SES families as compared to more affluent families (e.g., Hart & Risley,
1995). The logical inference that derives from these differences is that schools serving
low-SES students should (a) immerse them in a print-rich environment in order to
promote literacy engagement across the curriculum and (b) focus in a sustained way on
how academic language works and enable students to take ownership of academic
language by using it for powerful (i.e., identity-affirming) purposes.

Marginalized Status

As noted above, there is a clear link between societal power relations, identity
negotiation, and school performance. How can schools counteract the negative effects of
societal power relations that devalue minority group identities? Ladson-Billings (1994)
has expressed the essence of an effective instructional response: “When students are
treated as competent they are likely to demonstrate competence” (1994, p. 123). In other
words, educators, both individually and collectively, must challenge the devaluation of
students’ language, culture, and identity in the wider society by implementing
instructional strategies that enable students to develop “identities of competence”
(Manyak, 2004) in the school context. These instructional strategies will communicate
high expectations to students regarding their ability to succeed academically and support
them in meeting these academic demands by affirming their identities and connecting
curriculum to their lives (see Hélot, Sneddon, and Daly, 2015, for examples). In the
absence of instructional strategies that reinforce the identities of students from socially
marginalized groups, students are more likely to become alienated both from their own
cultural background and that of the dominant society.

Among the overlapping instructional strategies reviewed by Cummins and Early
(2015) that have been successfully implemented for affirming students’ identities are (a)
encouraging immigrant-background and socially marginalized students to use their L1 as
a cognitive tool for carrying out academic tasks; (b) promoting opportunities for students
to develop literacy skills in their home languages; (c) enabling students to write and web-
publish literary and multimodal creative work (e.g., stories, poems, videos, music); this
work can be in the school language or (ideally) in multiple languages depending on the
context and language skills of the students; and (d) implementing projects focused on
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inquiry and knowledge generation that encourage students to use both their L1 and L2,
perhaps in partnership with a collaborating class in another location. These forms of
pedagogy are aimed at enabling students to use language for powerful purposes that are
identity-affirming and motivate students to engage academically. We have used the term
identity texts to refer to the products of these pedagogical collaborations between teachers
and students as well as the processes in which they engage to produce these texts
(Cummins, 2004; Cummins & Early, 2015).

Identity Texts
Collaborative research that we have carried out with teachers over the past 15 years
has established the principle that students from diverse backgrounds will engage actively
with literacy only to the extent that such engagement is identity-affirming. In this regard,
creative writing and other forms of cultural production (e.g., art, drama, video creation,
etc.) assume particular importance as an expression of identity, a projection of identity
into new social spheres, and a re-creation of identity as a result of feedback from and
dialogue with multiple audiences. This re-creation of identity through the production of
what we have termed identity texts assumes particular importance in the case of students
from marginalized social groups whose languages, cultures, religions, and institutions
have been devalued, often for generations, in the wider society. Students invest their
identities in the creation of these texts which can be written, spoken, signed, visual,
musical, dramatic, or combinations in multimodal form. The identity text then holds a
mirror up to students in which their identities are reflected back in a positive light. When
students share identity texts with multiple audiences (peers, teachers, parents,
grandparents, sister classes, the media, etc.) they are likely to receive positive feedback
and affirmation of self in interaction with these audiences. Two examples will illustrate
the process.
Ecole New Era School’s dual language book project. A report in the Winnipeg

Free Press (15 January, 2015) in Manitoba, Canada described how the dual language
book project initiated in 2012 by teacher Amy Buehler in the Brandon Manitoba school
district received recognition from President Barack Obama as an example of powerful
pedagogy. The project is described as follows:

The project was seen as an opportunity to create some valuable dual language resources

while providing students with the opportunity to strengthen their literacy skills in their

first language and in English. Over the years, students have been able to choose their

own topics, which have ranged from music to tales from their home countries, while

coming up with their own form of style and illustrations. Some of the books are in

French, Spanish and Mandarin, but all have the English translation. "It's a great

opportunity for our new students to maintain their first language as they develop their

English language skills," [Buelher] said.’

" http://www.winnipegfreepress.com/local/288713501.html
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The school sent President Obama a set of the books written by the students and in
his response he thanked them for sharing their book project with him. "Hearing from
thoughtful, engaged students like you gives me hope for a brighter tomorrow...As the
future leaders of the global community, I know there are no limits to what you can
accomplish if you continue to dream big and study hard."

The motivation to engage with literacy that identity text projects generate is clearly
expressed by Grade 8 student Anna Zhang, who (at the time) was in the process of
creating her second dual language book. She said she was happy to learn that Obama has
a copy of the first book she has ever written and continued: "I told my mom and she
didn't believe me. That makes me want to write another book."

Songide’ewin: Aboriginal narratives. The Ojibwe word Songide’ewin, meaning
strength of the heart, captures the spirit of the visual art and poetry project initiated by
Canadian university researcher, M. Kristiina Montero, in which First Nations high school
students (most aged 16-18) worked with Ojibwe artist and elder, Rene Meshake to create
original works of art and written responses to these works of art. The project took place
in the context of a Native Arts and Culture program in an urban Ontario secondary
school. The program does not assume that participating students have knowledge of their
Aboriginal histories, ceremonies, languages, and cultures. In fact, many, if not most of
the Aboriginal students participating in the program have grown up, to a large extent, in
an urban environment, removed from Aboriginal communities. The project is described
as follows by Montero, Marsh, Bice-Zaugg, and Cummins (2013):

As part of the Native Arts and Culture course, Elder Rene Meshake, Ojibwe artist,
author, storyteller and community activist, facilitated an exploration of Aboriginal
worldviews, teachings, and expressions of identity using symbols, stories, colours, and
cadence with acrylic paints on canvas. A non-hierarchical dialogic space was created so
that in the artistic silences, all artists could reflect on their deepest spirits and souls,
allowing for their true, uncensored selves to appear on canvas. Students conceptualized
and created paintings through which they explored different aspects of their cultural,
linguistic, and/or musical heritages. For example, students explored the meaning and
significance of symbols representing their clans (e.g., Bear, Wolf, Turtle), their vision of
the Creation Story, or other important cultural artifacts (e.g., Eagle Feather, Beaded
headdress, Flying Eagle).

Quotations from two of the participating students, Makwa Oshkwenh-Adam Cyril
John Marsh and Cassandra Bice-Zaugg, will illustrate the impact of this project in
affirming identities and challenging a historic legacy of coercive relations of power (see
the Montero et al., 2013 article for a much more complete account of the impact of this
project):

When I was making the painting, I thought a lot about myself. I have a lot of self-identity

problems, as most people know. I have a lot of self-identity problems. I put a lot of that into

this painting. [Making the painting and reflecting on its significance] has changed my life
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pretty much. How I look at everything now and how I think of things —[I have] a different
perspective. (quotation from Makwa Oshkwenh-Adam Cyril John Marsh in Montero

et al., 2013).

Figure 2. Adam Marsh, Eagle Flying, 2011, Acrylic on canvas, 12 x 12. Photo credit: M.
Kristiina Montero.
Cassandra Bice-Zaugg offered the following reflections on the poem she created

in response to a collective painting created by the entire class under the guidance of
teacher Eric Flemming:

Figure 3. Eric Flemming and the Songide’ewin Community Artists, Unity, 2011, Acrylic on
canvas, 12x12. Photo credit: M. Kristiina Montero.

In the beginning of the poem, I talk about respect, honesty, wisdom, bravery, humility,
and truth, standing together as one, one of love. This is how I see my ancestors—very
strong. They built their families on a firm foundation, and they made sure their children
knew who they were. This was before the settlers, before confederation.

Then I write about standing in the light, the lights of the negativity. A lot of
people view the light as God, heavenly. I decided to take a different approach on the
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metaphor of light. When the Canadian government first introduced the Indian Act in
1876, its members thought that they were doing a good thing—that was their light.
However, change the perspective and view the Indian Act from our perspective—their
light was our negativity, our darkness. Their light was and is our pain. Since
colonization, multiple generations have been destroyed and have identity problems that
cause many to numb the pain with drugs and alcohol. That is where I saw the light as |
was writing the poem. My perception of light changed. It turned into how I felt I was
looked down upon as a First Nations person. Under the Indian Act, just because I have a
number, because I have status, I am more likely to go to jail or be incarcerated than
graduate from high school. As soon as I was labeled, a multitude of statistics began to
bombard me. It was difficult for me to see that their light was taking my people, flipping
us upside down, moving us around, and telling us how to define ourselves, how we should
act, and what we should look like. As I continued to write the poem, I explained that we
reflect the light of the hate, destruction, jealousy and genocide—the effects of Residential
Schools. My grandmother is a Residential School survivor, she is a real trooper. She
didn’t let that experience break her, and this is something very important for me to
remember.

Cassandra also expresses the centrality of negotiating identities in ways that
generate empowerment:

Take away identity and what do you have? If you have a student that doesn’t know who

they are, do you think they care about what goes on in the classroom? (Cassandra Bice-

Zaugg, Mississauga of the New Credit First Nations, Ontario) (Montero, et al.,

2013).

These examples of identity texts and students’ reflections on them provide a sense
both of the ways in which empowerment represents a process of identity transformation
and the opportunities for educators within schools to create contexts of empowerment.
The identity texts profiled here (and many others —see Cummins & Early, 2015) enable
students to express their identities, project their identities into new social spheres, and
ultimately re-create their sense of self as competent, creative, and imaginative people
with important things to say and contribute to their communities and societies. In societal
contexts where the identities of marginalized communities have been devalued
historically and where they are still excluded from full and equitable participation in the
society, school projects focused on affirmation of identity challenge the historical legacy
of coercive relations of power and promote collaborative relations of power.

To What Extent Can Pedagogies of Powerful Communication Reduce
Youth Alienation?

It would be naive to suggest that educational changes alone can reverse the
attraction of militant movements for alienated youth. Although many young people who
have joined these groups have not succeeded in the educational system, others have
graduated from secondary school and obtained university degrees. However, it seems
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reasonable to suggest (in the absence of hard data at this time) that low educational
attainment can contribute to the sense of alienation and hostility that some young people
experience and make them more susceptible to manipulation by radical elements. In the
process of this manipulation, a whole new identity is offered to those targeted—a
transformation from social and educational failure to warrior for a just and divinely-
ordained cause.

The analysis proposed in the present paper is that schools’ failure to connect
curriculum to students’ lives and affirm their linguistic, cultural, and religious identities
increases the risk of school failure among youth from marginalized communities. School
failure, in turn, makes young people more vulnerable to persuasion regarding the
decadence of the western societies in which they have grown up and the righteousness of
the struggle to overthrow these societies.

The analysis presented in Table 2 suggests that schools can respond to the
devaluation of identity experienced by young people from marginalized groups by
connecting instruction to students’ lives, affirming their identities, and enabling them to
use their languages in powerful (i.e. identity-affirming) ways that generate positive
responses from relevant audiences (e.g., teachers, parents, peers, partner classes, etc.).
This orientation represents ‘integration’ in a much more concrete sense than the
intellectually superficial ‘blame game’ pursued by European leaders where they attribute
youth alienation simultaneously to the unwillingness of minority groups to integrate and
European societies’ permissive multicultural policies that tolerate and encourage this self-
imposed exclusion from mainstream society.

The possibilities of pedagogy that aims to affirm students’ identities are well
expressed by Madiha, an immigrant student from Pakistan who entered Lisa Leoni’s
grade 7 (age 13) class in the Greater Toronto Area. Lisa encouraged students to use their
L1 to complete assignments and communicated to students an affirmative message about
the value of their languages and cultures (see Cummins and Early, 2015 for a detailed
description). Although her English proficiency was minimal after only six weeks in
Canada, Madiha created with two of her peers (who had been in Canada for about 3.5
years) a 20-page dual-language (Urdu/English) book entitled The New Country that
outlined the challenges of moving from one country to another. Madiha reflected on her
experience as follows:

I am proud of The New Country because it is our story. Nobody else has written that
story. And when we showed it to Ms. Leoni she said it was really good. She said “It’s
about your home country, and family, and Canada, it’s all attached, that’s so good.” 1
like that because it means she cares about our family and our country, not just Canada.
Because she cares about us, that makes us want to do more work. My parents were really
happy to see that I was writing in both Urdu and English; my mother was happy because
she knows that not everyone has that chance. (Cummins & Early, 2015, p. 52).
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Here, Madiha expresses the essence of the argument in the present paper. In
response to her teacher’s approving comment that their story connects their home
country, their family, and their new country, Madiha observes that “she cares about our
family and our country, not just Canada” and “because she cares about us, that makes us
want to do more work”. Expressed in more general terms, integration involves connecting
home country, family, and the realities of the new country rather than abandoning the
languages, cultures and religions that immigrants bring from their countries of origin.
Schools can model this process of integration in powerful ways. Unfortunately, however,
up to this point few have done so either in Europe or North America.

The identity text projects that have been reviewed in this paper and elsewhere
(Cummins & Early, 2015; Hélot, Sneddon, and Daly, 2014) represent examples of what
Walker (2014) has called pedagogies of powerful communication. This description was
used to characterize the experience of marginalized group students in the United States
who participated in a year-long participatory study of a high-school Youth Radio and
Radio Arts program. Students in the program created radio programs and wrote poetry
and prose that was broadcast to an audience of peers and adults. Walker describes the
impact of this pedagogy of powerful communication as follows:

This study suggests that to break the cycle of remedial ESL instruction that reproduces
the marginalization of poor and immigrant students, we must shift our attention from
language skills and exercises in communicative competence to creating the conditions for
a pedagogy of powerful communication (emphasis original). This pedagogy prepares
Students to participate in their multiple spheres of experience (school, work, online
communities) with agentive identities and powerful language to accomplish personal,
social, and civic goals. (p. 167)
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What we came to recognize, however, was that it was not the technology itself that
mattered most to students: it was the social and personal purposes of technology for
exploring identities, emotion, ideas, and the contradictions in society, and
communicating their perspectives and constructing identities, that mattered most to them.

(p. 175)

This book argues for a revisioning of second language education that moves away from
remedial instruction and deficient notions of communication, toward a pedagogy of
powerful communication (emphasis original) that develops critical multiliteracies and
promotes youth engagement with media and the arts across multiple contexts. (p. 177)

In short, a pedagogy of powerful communication that enables students to create
identity texts has the potential to promote identities of competence (Manyak, 2004)
among students from marginalized group communities. By contrast, one-size-fits-all
pedagogies that refuse to connect with students’ lives and view identity as irrelevant to
learning are not only in violation of the research evidence but also likely to produce
academically unsuccessful and alienated students.

Conclusion

Policy-makers have chosen to ignore extensive empirical evidence suggesting the
following: (a) factors associated with SES and broader patterns of societal power
relations exert a major influence on educational outcomes; (b) literacy engagement is a
stronger predictor of reading performance than SES, and low-income students have
significantly less access to books and print than do higher-income students; (c) students
will engage academically only to the extent that classroom interactions and academic
effort are identity-affirming. The framework proposed for stimulating school-based
policy discussions argues that school polices need to maximize print access and literacy
engagement among marginalized group students and in addition we need to enable
students to use language and literacy in ways that will affirm their identities and
challenge the deficit orientation that is frequently built into programs and curriculum for
low-income and bilingual learners.

In the past in both North America and Europe (and elsewhere), students from low-
SES marginalized group communities who dropped out of school have frequently been
incarcerated as a result of becoming involved in various forms of criminal activity (drugs,
violence, etc.). There is a very significant over-representation in the prison population of
racialized groups such as African Americans (in the United States), First Nations (in
Canada), and individuals of North African origin (in France). Many societies have been
content simply to build more prisons rather than seriously rethink issues related to
schooling, equity and societal discrimination. Today, however, as the Charlie Hebdo
attack illustrates, the global jihadist movement offers alienated youth a much more
powerful and identity-expanding alternative to a life of petty crime or a dead-end low-
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paying job. The consequences for western societies of continued school failure among
youth from marginalized communities are no longer only economic. The consequences
have become lethal for the ‘mainstream’ population.
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Being well: Educated

Tim Corcoran and Tom Billington

Our remit for producing this chapter suggested a confluence between critical
education theory and social constructionist approaches. Quite an invitation given the
prospective trajectories involved! As both of us share backgrounds as practitioners
(educational/school psychologists), we decided to draw the parameter for discussion
around an aspect of education surprisingly seen in some circles as contentious or
controversial in present day practice: the idea of being well in education. International
education policy and practice is replete with political and community action geared to the
promotion of wellbeing (in the UK e.g., Every Child Matters [DES, 2004]). This
circumstance is not peculiar to the sociopolitical arena of education as the notion of
supporting and maintaining a healthy and productive populace is today central to
activities taking place across government sectors (e.g. social/community services,
employment, housing, sport and recreation, etc.; Wellbeing in Four Policy Areas [New
Economics Foundation, 2014]). And yet, concerns over the ways in which such activity
have been delivered are mounting. Common amongst these protests are collective
apprehensions around potential deleterious effects of one-size-fits-all methodologies and
clinical models of personhood.

Certainly, we do not oppose criticisms like these. In fact, we have each dedicated
our professional and academic lives to addressing institutional oppression and
disciplinary injustice (Billington, 1996, 2000; Corcoran, 2007, 2014a). But as we see it,
critical education theory has, in the main, struggled to include and/or provide an account
of human being capable of providing a way forward not constrained by the limitations of
psychological individualism. We believe this to be the case whether such theory
explicitly takes aim at today’s so-called wellbeing agenda or more implicitly, maintains
commonplace dualisms prevalent in dominant psychologies. To address this, here we
deliberate how ontological constructionism might enable different perspectives on the
topic. There is no doubting education has the capacity to change people’s lives
(Oreopoulos & Salvanes, 2011). Our first task then is to situate educational practice as an
ontological enterprise. Next, to assist us in providing an interpretation of ontological
constructionism, we primarily rely on two important theorists: John Shotter and Ken
Gergen. Specifically, we examine the primacy Gergen (2009) gives to what he terms
relational achievements and Shotter’s (2010) attentiveness to how we orient in/to social
practice. We then engage a hotly debated area of contemporary education, the advent of
what has been called therapeutic education, reviewing this position from the lens of
ontological constructionism. This undertaking sets up our conclusion: being well in
education ultimately depends on the intentionality of practice.
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Our discussion turns on two key contentions: i) educational practice should be
driven by the pursuit of justice and if accepted as an ontological opportunity then ii)
education can invite pursuit of a particular kind of justice — a psychosocial justice
supporting wellness in the human condition. In education, the theory we develop and the
practices we engage are inexorably linked to issues of justice, not only for the way they
are practiced but also for the way in which they are invoked. What we mean here relies
on a Wittgensteinian (2001) concern. It is a pervasive awareness to do with the living of
lives and practicing of practices out in the openness of the social world. Through his
work, Wittgenstein continues to propose what is seemingly such a simple inquiry and yet,
as usually is the case, a complex prospect with no preordained plan: how to go on? Such
uncertainty provides the undercurrent to the tidal-like debates accompanying ideas in and
around education:

...alongside the notion of education as an equalising apparatus runs another conception

of schooling as a socialising and moralising enterprise. For if education was to be a

vital apparatus of citizenship, it was never simply because of the intellectual capacities

and qualifications it incurred (Rose, 1999, p. 192).

As members of our communities, we persist in scrutinising the ways in which
education takes place and the discussion presented here stays on topic. But, as we see it,
our interests are informed by different kinds of understanding to the ones usually
inspiring educational debate.

Just-as-well education

Historically, of course, education has been intended for a privileged few, designed
not only for the acquisition of facts, skills or knowledge, however, but throughout
Antiquity and into the Renaissance, more usually with some more general ‘good’ in mind
(Erasmus, 1997). The aspiration to virtue (aréte) or the ideal (paideia) was embedded in
early classical education and the responsibility of educators to attend to a general
‘wellness’ in society has an ancient history. The roots of our contemporary education and
indeed psychology are thus in Antiquity; but well before Locke, Shaftesbury and Reid
(Billig, 2008), in the Socratic dialogues - dialectics as learning; in the virtues — learning
as a quest for goodness in the eventual adult (Plato, 1955); or in learning through activity
(Aristotle, 1976). Educational discourse over millennia has linked the ‘what’ and ‘how’
of learning to the kind of human beings we might become, as part of a community, the
people, which is a tradition maintained by early Christian educators (Augustine, 1991).
Education clearly incorporated matters of moral, spiritual and political concern and
offered the prospect, variously, of either the pinnacle of secular achievement or else the
route to a heavenly eternity.

What had historically been an education for the privileged was radically re-visited
with the advent of mass schooling in the 19 century (Soysal & Strang, 1989), a new way
of thinking about education emerging which assumed the characteristics of the industrial
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world it was to serve. To use the UK as an example, there were at least three drivers of
mass schooling from 1800 onwards: economic, with advocates emphasising that
education should be technological and provide an ‘introduction in reading, writing and
arithmetic’ (Peel, 1802); ethical and moral, with proponents seeking to minimize their
feelings of disgust at the accounts of children who, often as young as six to eight years,
were forced into ‘labour [which] was so excessive that it took away all opportunity of
moral and mental improvement’ (Hansard, 1832, June); and political, the culmination of
which we find in the liberal democratic theories of early psychologist-educationalists
(Dewey, 1897, 1938).

Competing 19" century utilitarian and idealistic discourses concerning children
and education were captured in British Parliamentary debates; for example, some thought
childhood should be ‘the time...of innocent pleasure and enjoyment’ (Hansard, 1832,
March), others that children’s minds needed to be ‘enlightened by education’ (Hansard,
1832, June). However, the equilibrium between body, mind, soul, which had been a
fundamental idea for many educationalists from Plato to Rousseau, had been de-
stabilized by approaches to mass schooling which were being organized along
industrialized lines and in accordance with the principles of a marketization or
commodification of knowledge. We believe that such processes are in the 21* century
resulting in narrow means of assessment in which individual persons are accounted for on
an unprecedented industrial scale (Pisa Tests, OECD, 2014).

Ninenteenth century outrage at the horrors to which children were being subjected
in the operation of a ‘free market’ was not only expressed in governmental discourse but
also in popular fiction, for example, in the character of Dickens’ Gradgrind, we are
invited to consider the frightening ontological consequences of being subjected to
teaching by a

...man of realities. A man of facts and calculations.. who.. with a rule and a pair of scales,

and the multiplication table always in his pocket, sir, ready to weigh and measure any

parcel of human nature, and tell you exactly what it comes to... (Dickens, orig. 1854).

We understand the esteem in which the acquisition of knowledge was held in the
19" century and it is clearly central within any contemporary educational system.
However, we believe it is vital to an understanding of educational processes that we
understand the links between any knowledge, the processes which led to its creation and
any potential future knowledges. We also believe it vital to ensure that the knowledge is
inculcated with the principles and values which ultimately lead to those kind of human
(social) benefits which might be termed, ‘well-being” — which is, again, an ancient
tradition in educational thought and practice.

This then is the fruit of all studies, this is the goal. Having acquired our knowledge, we

must turn it to usefulness, and employ it for the common good (Vives, orig. 1531; in

Watson, 1913, p. 283).

During the course of the 20" century, further transformations of the economic and
political supported the conditions under which notions of that common good could
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become fragmented into individuals, decontextualized and depersonalized. At one and the
same time we could now as individuals be lured into accepting a sense of responsibility
for events at a global level, for example, in new media representations of famine or
disaster across the globe, and yet in those same social processes experience an isolation
or indeed alienation, immersed as we are in epistemologies of the human that seek to
define and restrict ontological potentials by performing only a very limited repertoire of
emotional responses. Concerns had first been raised in the 19" century when change in
the conditions of material production had been seen to affect an essential change in the
human producers — leading to what in effect was virtually a new human being (Owen,
1815; Williams, 1987), ‘Thomas Carlyle warned...that people would not only adapt
mechanical processes of thought but come to believe that the mind itself was a
machine...” (Davis, 2002, p. 158).

Ontological constructionism

The isolation, some might say alienation (Billington, 2000) of the individual is a
consequence of certain kinds of social action, educational practice included, which are a
response to the immediate context in which we find ourselves, a propagation or negation
of emergent relationships and institutional practices or to the very norms that have been
presumed to exist in the background to our lives. There are some who claim societal
norms are largely independent of what people achieve together, a view encapsulated at its
most extreme in the infamous quote, ‘there is no such thing as society’ (Thatcher, 1987).
More hopefully, however, Gergen (2009, p. 133) stresses: ‘“The word “I” does not index
an origin of action, but a relational achievement’. So here we add our voices, calling at
once back and forth to traditions that enable comprehensive approaches to learning, aimed
at maximising socio-cultural and intellectual development, which purposes, we believe,
extend to present day calls for sustainable inclusive practices in education (Corcoran,
2012; Slee, 2011). Of particular concern to us is the enduring difficulty contemporary
arrangements have in ensuring these conditions are not only present but actively pursued.
As Smeyers and Burbules (2006, p. 447) deliberate: ‘Is there a way of thinking about
practices, and our ways of learning and coming to enact them, that is liberating and not
merely (in the pejorative sense) “conserving” or reproductive’ (emphasis in original)?

In effect, pursuit of the kind of psychosocial justice discussed here is
simultaneously procedural and distributive because of the ontological opportunities it
enables. As practitioners involved in the field of education, we actively help to create or
sustain forms of life when we enact our professional responsibilities. Although often not
explicated, this asks us to be critically reflexive of our values, able to acknowledge and
understand how these values work within a ‘moral science’ of human action (Shotter,
1993). In contrast to more traditional practices in psychology oriented toward universalist
claims, discerning both ontological and epistemological purposes in education requires us
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to problematise practices that permit decontextualisation and depersonalisation.
Knowledge use in this sense is not necessarily a product to be transferred from intellect to
intellect. Instead, the process of learning, in which knowledge is engaged, commits to
transforming the forms of life within which people exist. Shotter (p. 78) explains:

...the ‘grounds’ for our claims to knowledge ultimately are to be found in who we ‘are’,
in our forms of life. For it is in our socialisation into certain ways of being that we learn
how to do such things as making claims, raising questions, conducting arguments, sensing
disagreements, recognising agreements, and so on. These ontological skills — these ways
of being a certain kind of socially competent, first-person member of our society — are
necessary for there to be any questions, or arguments, at all.

Acknowledging and accepting education as ‘socialisation into certain ways of
being’ compels us to repeatedly revisit our relationship with the purposes of schooling
and the kinds of ontological skills promoted therein. The urgency of this call is
exacerbated by current sociopolitical movements within and across neoliberal societies
encouraging ways of being premised in radical individualism and overt self-interest
(Vassallo, 2014). In this contemporary sense, the individual cannot be extricated from a
context that always actively constitutes who they are. And, in synchronicity, the person
responds to their environment in ways that signal their active involvement in social
practice.

We do not presuppose that responsibilities for social practices like education or
health care rest solely in the hands of our institutions or wholly in the agency of the
individual — be they adults or children. If responsibilities are to be accounted for, these at
all times should be understood simultaneously in personal, relational and institutional
terms. In practice, we can embrace responsibilities in direct and fundamental ways by
acknowledging our ethical, moral and political anchoring, acknowledging the constitutive
nature of our use of discourse, and taking onus for the kinds of ontological opportunities
enabled by our engagements with people. Because this kind of work has the potential to
engage across multiple nexus, our aim is to understand differing perspectives, from the
individual and the institutional, in terms of how these share responsibility in constituting
social action. As education theorist Henry Giroux remarks:

Educators need to cast a critical eye on those forms of knowledge and social relations that

define them through a conceptual purity and political innocence that not only cloud how

they come into being but also ignore that the alleged neutrality on which they stand is
already grounded in ethico-political choices (2011, p. 75; our emphasis).

As ethical, moral and political practice, education must be about the pursuit of
justice (i.e. fairness and equity) and those involved in its practice cannot ignore the
obligations intrinsic to responsible forms of action. But how should we understand the
possibilities entailed in treating education as an enabler of justice? Psychology, via its
theory and practice, has too often ignored those possibilities, articulated by Dewey and by
his mentor, William James, and instead proactively supported a kind of impersonality to
education, more often than not promoting the epistemics of learning to the detriment of
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ontological opportunities. In the following section, to assist us in exploring further
theoretical conditions open to prospective action, we explore Shotter’s (2010) interest in
explicating orientations to practice.

Orienting to purpose — moving down the line

In 1931 Wittgenstein admitted: ‘I don’t believe I have ever invented a line of
thinking, I have always taken one over from someone else’ (1980, p. 19). The
significance of this acknowledgement, we feel, is too often ignored in psychological
research. Whether we apply its sentiment to our involvement with psychological theory
or as practitioners when working with people, Wittgenstein’s attitude helps to remind us
that social practices precede us i.e. they are already in motion prior to our involvement.
This realisation is important not simply to give respect to our past and what has come
before us, it assists us in re-viewing ways in which we engage people and a world as
always already in process. Further, this acknowledgement pushes our attention beyond
thoughts of probable cause toward anticipating enlivened and dynamic future
possibilities. In this section we extend our thinking about process orientations to
psychological work by taking up (not over) some recent considerations. In doing so we
are keen to extend the concept of ontological constructionism to further its accessibility
and applicability to practitioners. Being well in education, as we see it, is enabled via our
ethical orientations that offer capacity to sustain or potentially divert us from preferred
ways of being.

Those fortunate enough to have children of their own or relationships with
younger people are often aware that our capacity as adults, in being able to provide
younger generations with knowledge of history, carries incredible responsibility. This is
plainly evident when our son or daughter’s interest in music moves past The Wiggles to
works considered to be of greater psychological significance. At these instances of
enlightenment, adults can, if they choose to do so (and are proficiently knowledgeable
themselves), explain to the young person how musical influence transcends generations.
In a recent interview on the release of his album High Hopes, Bruce Springsteen
reflected:

You hear little bits of your music in other songs but then they take it to another place.
They take it to a place where you wouldn’t have taken it, you know. And that’s what
you hope for. When you're playing, you hope that somebody hears your voice, is
interested in what you're doing and then gathers what they think might be of value in it
and then moves it down the line (cited in Powers, 2014).

Acknowledging that a song, a certain social circumstance or practice did not
simply appear in the here and now but can be connected to a history or tradition helps us
to understand living as a dynamic and active process. And it is in his attention to living —
instead of the more stationary aspects of life — that we find Shotter’s work compelling.
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From his perspective, Shotter asks us not to ignore what has come before but to
engage with knowledge as ‘transitory understandings’, unfolding in the ongoing activity
of living relations. This position receives what might be considered to be unexpected
support from the neuroscientist, Antonio Damasio (1994, p. xviii):

1 have a difficult time seeing scientific results, especially in neurobiology, as anything but

provisional approximations, to be enjoyed for a while and discarded as soon as better

accounts become available...[this] does not imply diminished enthusiasm for the attempt to
improve provisional approximations.

Acceptance of a more process-oriented understanding of living encourages us to
reconsider the meanings we develop through our relationships. In drawing our attention
to the ceaseless flow of activity in which we are embedded, not only does such
acknowledgement dissuade us from trying to anchor such movement, it keeps forever-
unfinalised meanings we help to create.

In his more recent work, Shotter calls on us to scrutinise the ways in which we
‘orient’ ourselves to what comes next as we go on relating to others in social practice.
Transitory understandings are simply that i.e. lulls in a wind that fails to abate. But, as
participants in the social milieu, to be able to share connections to meaning or facilitate
joint action, Shotter suggests we must continually look to anticipate another’s response to
our sayings. In what also accounts as an erudite brief on learning, he says: ‘If we are to
“catch onto” something, or to “get” it, we must first know how to anticipate it, and then
determine what it in fact is for us by confirming, in our further responses to it, that is
indeed the thing we anticipated it to be’ (2011, p. 445; emphasis in original). This is of
course how tradition continues but as Springsteen and Wittgenstein highlight, capacity
for agency and change are always present in the way we practice meaning. We do this as
we ‘determine what it in fact is for us’.

For educational and psychological practice, how we orient to our surroundings via
our anticipatory responses suggests the ontological potentials such practices maintain.
For example, how might we address evaluative practices that often determine what is
wrong with a child or what it is s’he cannot do? Or, how might adults mobilise authority
and power in their relationships with young people? Too often, in our attempts at
understanding student academic performance or behaviour, psychologists are called upon
to capture, or as it is more commonly known, assess student ability. Once measured or
ascertained, this understanding becomes a headline written into the narrative assigned to
the individual. This kind of psychological knowledge carries incredible weight and by
fixating on the past in this way, a person’s future options, particularly concerning
opportunities for sui juris wellbeing, become limited by public account. Fundamentally
then, for the discussion we present here, we ask: how should we orient to the purposes of
education? This question circles back to where we started. At the beginning of this
chapter we laid out two key contentions: i) that educational practice should be driven by
the pursuit of justice and if accepted as an ontological opportunity then ii) education can
invite pursuit of a particular kind of justice — a psychosocial justice supporting wellness
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in the human condition. Whilst we do not have scope here to provide an extended
projection for how this can be achieved, we contrast Shotter’s position with three critical
perspectives — on therapeutic education, neuroscience and social constructionism - for
what these say about the purposes of educational practice.

How should education go on?

From the outset we want to make clear we do in fact share some of the unease
expressed by critics regarding either a hegemony of the emotional or an imposition of a
standardised spectrum of emotionality. Indeed, one of us (TB) delivered a paper at a
British Psychological Society conference warning of just such dangers (Billington, 2001),
only to be followed by a speaker who was suggesting just that i.e. that psychologists
could begin to measure children’s well-being in schools. We too, therefore, find
problematic the infiltration of such crude yet powerful psychological ideas into
education. However, the aetiology is far from precise, and the door between psychology
and education has been revolving for over a hundred years, indeed arguably there has
never actually been a door (Billington and Williams, in press). It is difficult now to
conceptualize any educational ideas, for example, about learning or behaviour, which
escape a shared lineage i.e. that of education and psychology interpolating one another.
Whether we think about children’s behaviour or the ways in which we construe acts of
thinking and learning, educational policy and practice have been synonymous with ideas
which might more justifiably be claimed by psychology.

Most obviously, the epistemological foundations for mass schooling in the 20"
century were shaped by psychologist-educationalists such as William James and Dewey,
E.L. Thorndike and Cyril Burt. While James and Dewey opened up more creative
ontological possibilities for education, however, the legacy of the latter pair, one in the
US, the other in the UK, were to entice educationalists themselves to accept and
encourage non-dynamic models of the human captured within reductionist
epistemologies of behaviourism and cognitivism. According to Labaree (2005, p. 279-
280), in respect of the purposes of education, ‘E.L. Thorndike won and Dewey lost’, but
this observation should not be reduced to a simplistic psychology versus education
contest. Rather Labaree laments the demise of a Deweyan thrust in education and its
defeat by forms of intentionality, for example, in respect of the knowledges to be
generated and the nature of the persons conceptualized and which, we further suggest
here, have become defined as measurable commodities.

We too have been critical of that relationship which continues to exist between
education and psychology whenever it leads to social practices which run contrary to our
concerns for ontological opportunities, psychosocial justice and well-being. For example,
we have rejected the enthusiasm shown by both psychologists and also educationalists for
applying psychological theories and norms which merely facilitate the processes of social
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exclusion and practices which choose to remain oblivious to their political, social and
thus human consequences (Corcoran, 2007). We share with many critics their concern for
ways in which psychological theory and practice has compounded the educational
disadvantage already suffered by those children who have been politically and
economically disadvantaged. However, we would argue that psychology has only been
able to achieve this influence through the cynical utilization by educationalists of
psychological ideas in order to endorse a range of social practices which, at root, seek to
segregate individual young people within their school communities, and on an industrial
scale (Billington, 1996, 2000).

Therapeutic education

On face value, purposively questioning how we might better orient to educational
practice seemingly connects with current critiques targeting the notion of therapeutic
education (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2009; Furedi, 2004). Common to arguments aligned here
are concerns for how students or learners are potentially construed in contemporary social
policy as innately vulnerable or at-risk of disengaging with education and their
communities more generally. In the UK for example, policies connected to the
Blair/Brown Labour governments, particularly under Every Child Matters, have been
condemned as ‘the latest manifestation of a long-running tendency in education and
social policy to psychologise intractable social and political problems as individual traits
that can be remedied through diagnosis and subsequent intervention’ (Ecclestone, 2011,
p. 93). Criticisms like these are neither unique to the UK nor the early 21* century and
can be linked to broader historical concerns regarding the influence of psychological
knowledge in modern-day societies (cf. Foucault, 1977; Henriques, Hollway, Urwin,
Venn & Walkerdine, 1984; Rose, 1999). In fact, from within the discipline itself, incisive
commentary continues to challenge suggestions of theoretical or applied homogeneity
(Corcoran, 2014b; Williams, Billington, Goodley & Corcoran, forthcoming; Fox,
Prilleltensky & Austin, 2009; Kirschner & Martin, 2010) and subsequently, formal
psychological contributions to improving human wellbeing. Nevertheless, as we show
below, as an illustration of critical education work, the case for therapeutic education
solicits lingering scholarly unease.

Amongst arguments rallying behind the notion of therapeutic education is a
contention that emotionality has become a focal point of contemporary educational
practice. Ecclestone and Hayes (2009, p. x), argue that a ‘therapeutic ethos’ has
infiltrated Anglo-American culture offering ‘a new sensibility, a form of cultural script, a
set of explanations and underlying assumptions about appropriate feelings and responses
to events, and a set of associated practices and rituals through which people make sense
of themselves and others’. Of greatest concern are government attempts to standardise or
normalise certain social practices that forefront recognition and expression of emotion.
Primarily, such action is occurring in modern societies in response to rising psychological
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ill-health and decreasing experiences of wellbeing. In response, schools are today
considered optimal sites wherein institutional support can be deployed. Thus, movements
to therapeutic education are defined as ‘any activity that focuses on perceived emotional
problems and which aims to make educational content and learning processes more
“emotionally engaging”’ (p. X).

An example of the kind of work considered as therapeutic education was the UK
government’s Social Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) initiative. One of the more
vociferous critiques of SEAL came from the Scottish-based Centre for Confidence and
Wellbeing’s Carol Craig (2007). Apart from condemning deficit-based models of
personhood viz. childhood, Craig highlighted several inadequacies said to be associated
with contemporary understanding of emotion. One sociocultural condition inherited from
psychological theory, which makes initiatives like SEAL seem a necessary response, is
the ‘hydraulic view of emotion’. According to Craig, this (‘western’) model of human
being deleteriously implores individuals to express or vent emotion or face the
consequences of inviting ill health or inappropriate behaviour due to the containment or
suppression of emotion. To offer an alternative, Craig highlights cross-cultural (or
‘eastern’) understandings of emotion that ostensibly do not support the need to express
one’s emotion to ensure healthy lifestyle. Her argument goes as far as asserting that
modern societies are, for all intents and purposes, disrespecting the resilience of young
people by suggesting they are in need of institutionalised rehabilitation. How then does
Craig suggest we go on? We should, she says, leave well enough alone for ‘people have
natural healing mechanisms which make them resilient. In other words, our minds, just
like our bodies, are designed to repair themselves’ (p. 63; our emphasis).

We suggest that SEAL gained some momentum in the UK, in part, because of the
lack of trust teachers had in the epistemological and ontological frameworks being
propagated in education and seized an opportunity to engage alternative models of the
human which (admittedly again generated in psychology) began to circulate in schools
during the last decades of the 20" century (Corcoran & Finney, 2015). SEAL had
something in common with more ancient educational traditions, in which the
development of the person in society was a legitimate concern and it also challenged the
incompleteness of those earlier versions of the human incorporated within behaviourist
and cognitivist psychological paradigms. However, it also served to remind us that any
subsequent attempt to re-define the human solely in terms of emotionality too is equally
likely to fail.

Rather than attack SEAL, though, we argue here that it is more necessary to
remain mindful of those conditions under which it arose and prospered. For SEAL
developed as resistance, not only to the incomplete models of the human provided
hitherto by behavioural and cognitivist approaches in education but to educational
systems which, without any compelling model of the human of their own upon which to
rely, were in danger of acceding timorously to those governmental preoccupations which
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would reduce all children to the mechanistic models of mind, foreseen during the 19
century. It was not just psychologists or Blairites who supported SEAL but individual
teachers too, desperate to see themselves and their protégés, their lives and their learning,
as something other than consumers of facts. Just as it had been educationalists who
sought to utilize cognitivist and behavioural explanations in order to justify social
exclusion, it has also been educationalists who have wanted to resist arid, non-dynamic
explanations of the human and instead find ways of connecting with those more complex
understandings of human values which might support their relations with actual young
people.

Returning to Craig’s apprehension, we do have a particular concern with use of a
mechanistic metaphor to describe psychosocial human being. More recently this type of
discourse has paralleled advancements in computer technologies. As Soyland (1994, p.
99) highlights in his discussion of traditional metaphors used in psychological theory,
‘the organism could, on this account, thus be “reprogrammed” to the point at which the
problematic emotional behaviour could be altered or completely revised’. Seemingly,
mechanical metaphors could be used to argue both sides here. That is, by government
initiatives like SEAL to encourage a rebooting of the system (i.e. the individual), as much
as it might invoke an age-old expression: if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Nevertheless, of
greater interest to our discussion is Craig’s use of what might be determined as ‘natural’.
To promote the idea that our minds are analogous to our bodies is a form of reductionism
that equates mind as simply the mechanics of the brain. This position can be debated on
several fronts.

Models of mind and brain

As suggested previously, education does not tend to generate its own version of
the human but has arguably largely abrogated its responsibility by importing its models
from other disciplines. Over the years education has continued to utilize such models
from a whole host of epistemological domains, for example, philosophy, religion,
psychiatry, politics, psychoanalysis, psychology and the media, and in the process
borrowed industrialized discourses of mechanical, computational and lately, as
mentioned above, digital models of mind. Most recently, education is having to absorb
new discursive repertoires being ushered in from neuroscience. While not equating brains
and bodies, Steven Rose (2006, p. 64) does consider there to be an ‘intimate connectivity’
between them and this is supported by phenomenological philosophers such as Mark
Rowlands (2010) in conceptualizations of ‘embodied mind’. However, those complex
constructions of mind, for example, encapsulated by the ‘4EA’ model of mind (Williams,
2010, after Gallagher, Protevi) are far removed from the biological determinism implicit
in Craig’s ‘natural’ and belong to another philosophical tradition which provides the basis
for a more sustainable complex scientific engagement (for example, Spinoza, 1989).
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Our position accords with understandings of a changing science which attempts to
put right the wrongs of psychological and other social sciences which, for example,
excluded emotion from studies of the human (with the notable exception of
psychoanalysis of course). Once again, both James and Dewey should be exempted from
this critique as too should educationalists such as Susan Isaacs (1930). Otherwise
educational policies in the Anglo-Saxon world have relied on theories of cognition which
have not known how to accommodate what we might consider now to be young people’s
emotional lives, at least this is so beyond the early years. This has been a cardinal
epistemological omission which has had massive implications, not least within
psychology and, in particular, for the approach to the prevalent forms of knowledge and
learning adopted by education: ‘cognitive science is really a science of only part of the
mind...it leaves emotion out. And minds without emotion are not really minds at all...’
(Le Doux, 1998, p. 25).

It is easy to understand the determination of the proponents of SEAL to resist a
narrow cognitivism, especially given claims coming out of neuroscience such as:
‘emotion is integral to the process of reasoning and decision-making...” (Damasio 2000,
p. 41) and ‘the boundaries of cognition are moved so that, in addition to thinking,
reasoning and intelligence it also includes emotion...” (Le Doux, 1998, p. 68). There are,
of course, many dangers in accepting any new reductionist accounts of the human which
are informed by predominantly deterministic biological scripts. These objections have
been articulated by critical neuroscientists such as Choudhury and Slaby (2012) but also
by more mainstream neuroscientists who are acknowledging the context and limits of
their now vast industry, ‘neuroscience lets us down. Somehow, bursts of electricity in the
wetware of the brain don’t seem adequate to the exquisitely structured mind that I, and
you, have...” (Tallis, 2008, p. 158).

Many neuroscientific narratives are now constructing dynamic, process-oriented
accounts of the human which open up ontological possibilities and which thus transcend
the passive forms of mind hitherto envisaged from Descartes onwards (and absorbed by
psychologists and educationalists), for example, ‘mind is a process not a thing...’
(Damasio, 2004, p.183). There is in addition further support from critical neuroscientists
for our claim here that educational practice needs to adapt to more dynamic models of
mind and brain, and thus learning, which are themselves intrinsically relational, ‘The
brain is not the sole producer of the mind but a relational organ...” (Fuchs, 2012, p. 341).

Relational being

As emphasised already, the way we orient to educational practice sees such
practice as an ongoing series of ontological opportunities presaged by the pursuit of
justice in our communities. Inadvertently, arguments against so-called therapeutic
education, if not careful about the nature of contemporary sociopolitical conditions, may
potentially corrode just intentions:
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(T)he expansion and recasting of vulnerability reflects a view that resilience as part of
wellbeing, and positive affective states in general, are both a human right and a
cornerstone of educational and social justice [...] even those who object to lack of
attention to structural explanations of risk of vulnerability are in danger of being drawn
into the discourses offered by psychological accounts, fuelled by perceptions that the
nature of “risk” has expanded from specific groups to everyone (Ecclestone & Lewis,
2014, p. 207-208).

Whilst we share such concerns about the ways in which ‘risk’ and ‘danger’ can be
ruthlessly exploited politically as a means of infecting our daily lives with dire warnings
of ‘austerity’ or ‘terror’, these are arguments which need to be handled with caution, not
least by those of us who advocate for a social justice agenda within education. Caution
must also be taken in approaching arguments that consider all efforts in psychology as
potentially uniform.

Gergen (2009) provides an important alternative to psychological cause and effect
explanations of daily psychosocial life. He asks us directly whether it is possible, in
examining the dynamic flow of human being, to separate what is considered to be cause
from its perceived effect. This position shares much with our earlier invocation of Shotter
(2011). Gergen sees an inherent logic involved in these statements suggesting that they
are mutually defined, existing in a ‘confluence’ or forms of life in which meanings are
embedded, made intelligible and determined. To apply this perspective to our present
example, the presence of vulnerability or risk in social policy is overplayed when made
responsible for the cultivation of deficit-based views of people. If anything, their
proposition does precisely what Ecclestone and Lewis are at pains to suggest is being
done by the prevailing conditions they criticise. No doubt, they are onto something seeing
a relationship between social policy and psychosocial being but ultimately they under
value the potential for individuals and communities to resist such representation. If, in
fact, we accept a relational connection between discourse and embodiment — which, we
should add, many critical psychologies do - it is because of the way we have oriented to
the action taking place. As Gergen (p. 56) says, we become ‘congenial within the
confluence’ of relational action. And so, to underline the point we have been making, it is
in and through our orientations to practice that we figure out which steps to take next.
These steps, and the movements they enable, always retain a capacity for the
extraordinary, including the possibility of enabling alternate psychological theory and
practice.

Pathogenic or deficit-based models of personhood should be understood as one
confluence amongst many available to us to understand people. How individuals and
their communities come to understand meanings connected to health are, following a
constructionist line, historically, culturally and relationally determined. We turn to Ungar
for an example of how resilience might be known within the extraordinary reciprocal
nature of joint action. He notes:
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A constructionist interpretation encourages openness to a plurality of different contextually
relevant definitions of health, offering a critical deconstruction of the power different health
discourses carry. Each localised discourse that defines a group’s concept of resilience is
privileged, more or less depending on the power of those who articulate it. This
understanding of resilience, based on discursive power rather than objective measures of
health, has implications for the way researchers study resilience and intervene to promote

health in at-risk populations (2004b, p. 345).

We do not disagree with critics of therapeutic education that psychological
discourse carries immense power in contemporary societies. However, we also
acknowledge the opportunities for people to resist such discourse via the negotiations in
which we are each involved in the living of our daily lives. Extending this point, Ungar
and Teram (2000, p. 229) recognise: °...regardless of the way they behave (e.g.
delinquent or scholarly), youth acquire and maintain a sense of wellbeing by “drifting”
toward social discourse in which they exercise some degree of power over the self-
defining labels attached to them’. It is not simply labels of vulnerability or risk that

3

require our concerted attention, nor the professional practices of therapy. The final
question we address in this section focuses on how we orient to issues of power in the
relational conditions of educational practice.

Furedi (2009) makes the case that the exercise of adult authority continues to be
eroded by a ‘pragmatic and casual orientation towards the intellectual content of
education’ (p. 83) and the ‘institutionalisation of the student voice’ (p. 87). His central
concern is that educators who are more interested in facilitating student motivation than
the delivery of subject-based knowledge have hijacked contemporary educational
practice. And because of this, traditional relationships between teachers and students
have changed. He asserts: ‘All authority relations are hierarchical, and the relation
between a teacher and student is no exception. In education, a relationship of inequality
founded on the primacy of adult authority is based on the recognition that only grown-ups
can be genuinely responsible for the welfare of children and for the world’ (p. 69). Our
response here parallels the discussion provided above regarding policy-oriented
relationships. In both instances we see a form of binary reductionism (i.e. adults/children)
that could fail to acknowledge the potential for negotiated and situated processes in social
practice. Movements to reductionism simplify the circumstances under examination, for
example, that ‘only grown-ups can be genuinely responsible for the welfare of children
and for the world’. Such an orientation potentially confines us to the kind of
psychologized developmentalist discourse upon which many educational practices have
too easily relied and which have denied the opportunity to create, for all involved,
legitimate forms of social action. For instance, how do we support resistance to
psychologizing and psychopathologizing tendencies directed at children which, as
advocates for social justice, we must surely subscribe?
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Debating whether the control-contest relational binary is a natural condition of
human being must remain central to discussions concerning psychosocial justice
(Corcoran, 2014a). As Ungar and Teram’s (2000, p. 236) Canadian study reported:

...both the power and control necessary for feelings of mental health among high-risk youth

were often denied by the social institutions that view these young people and their

behaviours as maladaptive. When asked to explain what they needed to feel this control,
power, and strength, participants focused on one common theme: acceptance.

Acceptance here signifies the interdependence between experiences of wellbeing
and a young person’s capacity to influence social discourse and their associated practices.
Acceptance here signifies a shift in how adults orient to their relationships with young
people. Relational acceptance need not be necessarily defined as interpersonal
indifference or complicity. Whilst we do not advocate revolution, we do foresee
commitment to promoting psychosocial justice being central to institutional practices like
education.

Conclusions

As we have argued, education must continue to be acknowledged as an
ontological opportunity. We believe few would disagree and if they did, our disagreement
would be, as Wittgenstein suggested, not in opinion but in our form of life (see
2001/1953; no. 241). Governments around the globe want their schools (as well as those
commissioned via private or denominational bodies) to prepare a citizenry for active
participation in knowledge-based economies. Educational practice in this sense largely
shadows the motivating principles of capitalist markets valorising individual
accomplishment and competition. Needless to say there are obvious concerns over the
sustainability of this model and the way education has become subservient to the power
of economics (Sandel, 2012). The current relationship promises greater division between
the haves and the have-nots dulling the anticipatory aspirations of the majority in favour
of the few.

The pursuit of justice should be second nature (Corcoran, 2009) to how we orient
ourselves within/to educational practice because the aged ideals of liberal individualism
no longer proffer adequate means by which to go on. Any form of justice premised on
reductionist movement struggles to acknowledge difference. And if, as Gergen’s (2009)
account of second-order morality suggests, our responsibility to relational action lies in
our capacity to keep open possibilities to co-create meaning, then it must also be an
intentional kind of psychosocial justice that maintains and sustains movement as part of
‘a line of thinking’ being moved ‘down the line’ (see earlier references to Wittgenstein
and Springsteen). And as Shotter (2012, p. 139) stipulates, ‘our actions can only come
fully to fruition within socially shared practices that can continue to be articulated and
developed over time; to intend an action is to intend a practical world within which
actions of that kind can be achieved — no corresponding world, no achievement’.
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Reminding us of the temporality of educational discourse, Charles Dickens could
again foresee what might happen should education seek, firstly, to deny itself as a form of
social action and secondly, to promulgate models of both the human and of human
learning which are oblivious to understandings of the kinds of people and societies we
would wish to create. The teacher, Thomas Gradgrind, was forced to see the products of
his labour, many years after his pupil, Bitzer, experienced his tutelage:

‘Bitzer,” said Mr Gradgrind, broken down, and miserably submissive to him, ‘have you a

heart?’

‘The circulation, sir,” returned Bitzer, smiling at the oddity of the question, ‘couldn’t be

carried on without one. No man, sir, acquainted with the facts established by Harvey

relating to the circulation of the blood, can doubt that I have a heart.’

‘Is it accessible,” cried Mr Gradgrind, ‘to any compassionate influence?’

‘It is accessible to Reason, sir,” returned the excellent young man. ‘And to nothing else.’

They stood looking at each other; Mr Gradgrind’s face as white as the pursuer’s.

‘What motive — even what motive in reason — can you have for preventing the escape of

this wretched youth,” said Mr Gradgrind, ‘and crushing his miserable father? See his

sister here. Pity us!” (Dickens, 1854, p. 216).

Dickens provides a glimpse of the consequences of educational practices which do
not locate their intentionality in human ethics, values and principles. Bitzer, having been
subjected to a dystopian educational practice, had such qualities systematically severed
from ontological opportunities and thus from his sense of human relatedness. For Bitzer,
it was clear, the only way to ‘go on’ was to do as he had been taught — to ignore what he
saw as the irrational pleadings of his patron and to annihilate all in the human that could
be considered emotional or relational. Dickens will have been aware of the darkness of
his creations and, in his portrayal of a brutal educational setting, acutely aware of the
implications of what we might now regard as particular epistemological and ontological
conditions. Neither teacher nor pupil could in this case be considered either ‘well” or
indeed ‘educated.’
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From Propositions to Practice
Pedagogy for Life as Process

Kenneth J. Gergen

1 hear and I forget, I see and I remember,
1 do and I understand.
Confucius, 450 BC

If a visitor from another continent were to ask, “Where would I find the best
source of knowledge in your country?:” we might well be inclined to direct them to a
university library. After all, in our major centers of learning the library serves as the
central repository of what we view as knowledge. And as scholars or scientists, our
contributions to knowledge are measured in terms of our inscriptions in the journals and
books of these libraries. In effect, we have come to believe that knowledge lies
somewhere within the complex configuration of propositions —descriptions, explanations,
logics, principles, laws, formulas, and related forms of representation. Such a belief
enters into our practices of education. Propositional knowledge centrally figures in
lectures and power-points, classroom discussions, and the questions posed in student
examinations. We want the emerging generations of students to know about the distance
to the moon, the movement of the tides, the number of continents, the importance of
Shakespeare, the ideas of Plato, the effects of Pavlovian conditioning, and so on.

To be sure, we might ask why the source of knowledge is not to be found in the
activities of people in various walks of life — in doctors’ offices, executive board rooms,
children’s nurseries, machine shops, playing fields, and the like? In part, the answer
would be that many these groups are either applying knowledge that might otherwise be
found in libraries (e.g. medicine), or are generating knowledge (e.g. scientific
laboratories). In the case of playing fields — and here we could include theaters,
orchestras, dance studios and the like — the answer is that these activities do not represent
knowledge, but bodily skills. When it comes to education, the chief task is to impart to
students the best of what can be articulated. Students are thus positioned to apply such
knowledge to their own lives, or to join the cadres of those who produce knowledge.

At least within the Western tradition, the greatest honor is accorded to those who
create propositions that approach universality. We value most those propositions that are
sufficiently general that they will approximate the truth regardless of time and culture.
The law of gravitation, the theory of evolution, and the laws of thermodynamics are
illustrative. In this sense, we tend to place greater value on propositions in physics,
chemistry, biology, and mathematics, over propositions about cultural life in a mountain
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village or predictions of the weather in Vienna. Propositions about ethics, politics, or
spiritual life scarcely stand as knowledge at all. Because such propositions are under
continuous debate — both historically and culturally — they are typically viewed as matters
of opinion. In effect, our educational systems in general are chiefly devoted to imparting
timeless knowledge, largely carried in propositional form. Students are primarily
evaluated in terms of their mastery of the propositions. And because one can be correct or
incorrect regarding such matters, and comparisons are useful for multiple purposes,
evaluation is often realized in numerical form and standardized examinations.

Many of the problems stemming from what I am calling propositional education
are well known and often discussed. In part, the problems are pedagogical. Propositional
knowledge lends itself to the presentation of propositions, whether in terms of organized
lectures, power-point demonstrations, or demands for sheer memorization. Students serve
as passive receptacles or robotic repeaters (Freire, 1970). Boredom and passive resistance
are common. Students are not invited into a conversation; they are simply asked to be
listeners. Nor are the materials typically relevant to their lives. Metaphorically, students
are required to learn the languages that other cultures employ in carrying out their lives.
The result is often that students — even at universities - can see little point in learning
outside the fact they will be examined.

There are also problems with the efficacy of education centered on propositional
knowing. Research has long demonstrated the rapid and almost total absence of retention
of knowledge over time. Nor is it clear how mastery of various bodies of knowledge is
linked to subsequent professional life. It is not at all transparent how courses in calculus,
Greek civilization, or the history of China, are essential for entering professions of
management, medicine, marketing, clothing design, or becoming a stock broker. It’s as if
an array of random subjects has been designated as “knowledge,” within one sector,
while an equally random array of “professions” has emerged within another. The relation
between the two is virtually indeterminate. Professionally relevant knowledge is typically
reserved for post-graduate studies — in schools of medicine, law, dentistry, clinical
psychology, management, and so on.

The twin problems of relevance and efficacy are intensified by the rapid changes
taking place in cultural life. On the one hand, there is the rapid accumulation and
expansion of what can be viewed as propositional knowledge. It is no simply that the
number of professional contributions to knowledge has dramatically increased over the
decades, but with the availability of the internet, the number of knowledge claims has
increased exponentially. This latter expansion has also reduced much that we have
defined as basic knowledge to a secondary status. Students today are far less interested in
basic physics, chemistry, mathematics, philosophy, and the like than such topics as
environmental studies, peace and conflict, film studies, gender studies, and
communication technology. Further, with the development of computers and microchip
technologies, there are sweeping changes in professional life. Organizations that were
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once local now move into the global sphere, face to face business is replaced by on-line
transactions, continuous innovation in technology demands continuous changes in such
professions as medicine, architecture, and law. Simultaneously, a new entrepreneurial
spirit has emerged, and with it a plethora of new professions. How effective, then, is our
traditional educational system in preparing students for a world that cannot even be
envisioned?

In the present offering I wish to challenge the traditional conception of knowledge
as embodied in propositional representations. After exploring major shortcomings I shall
introduce what I believe to be a far more promising alternative. This socially based
alternative replaces the emphasis on knowledge as given to knowledge in the making.
Such an orientation takes on special importance in terms of contemporary world
conditions. To challenge the conception of propositional knowledge is also to raise
significant questions regarding allied practices and aims of education. Thus, in the final
section I will touch on a range of practices more congenial with a socially based vision of
knowledge and its utility.

The Social Creation of Knowledge

For the vast share of the 20" century, the abiding concept of knowledge rested on
a set of philosophic assumptions, typically identified as empiricist or positivist. There are
many variations and tensions among various philosophers and scientists regarding the
foundational premises. However, somewhere toward the center of this tradition, it is said
to be the primary task of the knowledge maker to carefully and dispassionately observe
the world, to develop hypotheses about its functioning, and to test the hypotheses against
subsequent observations. Those propositions acquiring support from repeated tests, and
withstanding attempts to falsify, are considered candidates for constructing more general
theory. Evidence based theory thus constitutes an entry into the domain of knowledge.'
Theories may compete with each other for acknowledgement as knowledge, but with
continuous empirical research, those theories more adequate to nature will win out. We
move the progressively toward a condition in which theory is equivalent to truth.
Objective truth stands outside fluctuations in opinion, cultural proclivities, religious faith,
moral values, and political ideology.

There are four noteworthy aspects of this orientation. First, it is highly
individualist. The epistemology is that of the single observer experiencing an objectively
given nature. It is a tradition that champions the individualist view of heroism — from
Galileo and Darwin to Einstein and Feynman. Second it is based on a representationalist
view of language. That is, it more or less presumes that language functions pictorially.

' Mathematics does not qualify, on this account, as a body of knowledge. However, the case is often put
forward that systems of mathematics are “discovered,” thus placing mathematics in the empiricist camp.
On this account, the view that mathematicians are primarily developing “logical tools” — as opposed to
discovering foundational truths — is a threat. The distinction between mathematics and statistics enables
mathematics to remain a basic subject matter.
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On this account, truth is ultimately carried in terms of propositions that have been
corrected and improved over time through observation. Third, the vision is inherently
conservative. On the one hand it more or less presumes a fixed natural world. It is a
world that remains sufficiently stable that continuous re-visiting will enable corrections
and elaborations of the theoretical network of propositions. It is also conservative in
terms of its aim to “fix the truth,” essentially to provide the single best —universal and
trans-historical — account of what is the case. And finally, this traditional view is value-
free. Values (passions, ideologies, moralities) potentially interfere in the process of
establishing empirically based knowledge. This also means that discussion of values is
principally outside the realm of knowledge making. Dialogues for which empirical
evidence does not play a pivotal role are essentially subjective, and in terms of creating
knowledge, a waste of resources. This absence of affect include any account of why or
for what purposes one might employ the search for knowledge.

Within the past several decades, however, an alternative to the empiricist tradition
has emerged, one that challenges virtually all these suppositions. Expanded accounts of
this transformation may be found elsewhere,” and indeed, the initial chapter of the present
volume provides a sufficient enough account that I can move here to contrast its
suppositions with the four characteristics just described. In the present context, we view
this transformation in terms of social construction. At the outset, the constructionist
account replaces the individualist orientation to knowledge with a relational view. In this
case, it is proposed, the world itself makes no demands of the individual in terms of how
it is understood. It is because the individual participates in relational process that he or
she begins to understand the world in terms of atoms, chemicals, nervous systems, mental
illness, economies, and so on. The scientist studies the world from some perspective, and
this perspective is a child of relational process. The representationalist orientation is
replaced by a pragmatic view of communication. Words themselves do not furnish
pictures or maps of an independent reality; one cannot compare an array of propositions
to the world to assess their accuracy. Rather, words (and other communicative actions,
including gestures, graphs, charts, and so on) are used by participants in the relational
process to create, adjust, and sustain their forms of life together.

A constructionist orientation replaces the conservative leaning of the empiricist
orientation with a contextual vision. Rather than seeking irrefutable propositions, the
constructionist understands and appreciates the possibilities of multiple understandings,
depending on time, culture, and circumstance. The greater the number of perspectives
that can be assembled in a situation, the greater the range of possible actions. Multiplicity
and pragmatic potential are allied. Further, in the case of the social sciences,
constructionists understand that patterns of social life are held together only by negotiated
agreements among people. To presume a stable social world, in which researchers can
return to examine the adequacy of their propositions is perilous. Knowledge making

® See for example, Gergen (1994), Dickens & Fontana, 1994, Hollinger (1994).
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should not be cumulative, but continuous. Finally, where traditional knowledge making
attempts to avoid issues of values, morals, and politics, a constructionist orientation sees
these as central. Elsewhere I have characterized constructionism as a reflective
pragmatism (Gergen,2014). That is, knowledge should not be equated with Truth, but
with utility. However, utility must be judged in terms of values — useful to whom, and for
what purposes. What values are being served by an inquiry, and whose values are they?
We cannot separate knowledge from passion.

If we now understand that what we term knowledge is derived from relational
process, pragmatic in its aims, embedded within cultural and historical context, and
wedded to values, we must begin to ask significant questions about educational practice.
Should these practices not embody these very same concerns? Should we not replace the
traditional concern with the “individual minds” of students with investments in relational
process? Should we not lay the concept of Truth aside in favor of focusing on pragmatic
utility? Can we come to appreciate the need for multiple perspectives, linked to culture
and circumstance; can we shift from a static to a dynamic view of knowledge and
culture? And can we replace the antiseptic orientation to knowledge with passionate
pursuit? It is to just such goals that we now turn.

Knowledge as Relational Praxis

To appreciate the educational goals just outlined, it will first be helpful to expand
on the social processes from which propositional knowledge emerges. Here we come to
appreciate both the utility and shortcomings of propositional knowledge claims. As
demonstrated in early works by Fleck (1979) and Kuhn (1962), what we call scientific
knowledge typically emerges within communities that share certain assumptions, values,
vocabularies, research practices, and research instruments about which they agree.
Following Kuhn, one often refers to this agglomerate as a paradigm. We find in the work
of multiple scholars in the history of science, the social studies of science, and science
and technology studies detailed accounts of the conversations, negotiations,
manipulations, and cultural influences out of which knowledgeable propositions emerge.’
Most important to note in these accounts is that the propositions constituting “established
knowledge” are the outcomes of the process. They represent ultimate formalizations of
the discourse developed by the community in carrying out its various activities.
Following Wittgenstein (1953) they are samples of a discourse that have acquired their
meaning in the ongoing relations among scientists and the materials with which they
work, along with the physical and cultural environment in which they function. To the
extent that the discourse functions as a picture or mirror, it does so only within this
context of usage. The study of aggression, for example, is only objective for those who
are willing to label certain observations as aggression. This objectification is tied to — and
owes its meaning to - a specific relational process.

’ See, for example, Latour and Woolgar (1979), Poovey (1998), Daston (2010), Knorr-Cetina (1999).
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From this standpoint, we see that what traditional education largely provides is an
array of abstractions stripped of their context of usage. They have no truth value save that
existing within those communities committed to a given paradigm. Their utility outside
these contexts of usage is moot. Abstract propositions in themselves do not carry with
them rules from which one can derive a set of observations or actions. Radically put, to
teach that “the world is round” is only true or useful within specific contexts of usage.
Outside this context, the proposition will not only be empty of content, but will not itself
invite any particular course of action. In effect, if the human population were extinct, and
creatures from another planet were to find our libraries intact, even with encryption the
propositions filling these books would not in themselves permit easy application.

It is not simply that the vast share of propositional knowledge is relatively empty
in itself. More significantly, outside the confines of professional schools, the process by
which these propositions are generated is generally absent from educational curricula. As
I am proposing, propositions do not themselves constitute knowledge. The words that fill
our books and journals are not themselves knowledge, but the secretions of a vital
process that otherwise remains invisible. Knowledge in this sense is not to be found in a
set of inert passages on a page, but within an active, relational process. We might
appropriately replace the term knowledge with knowledging. The philosopher Gilbert
Ryle (1949) drew a distinction between “knowing how” and “knowing that”. “Knowing
that” is essentially propositional knowledge of the kind described, while “knowing how”
is typically equated with forms physical activity that bring about a desired end. Western
educational institutions generally honor the former, while remaining suspicious of the
latter. Only reluctantly, and minimally, do universities grant academic credit for skills in
athletics, music, art or dance. Yet, from the present standpoint, knowing that is essentially
a byproduct of knowing how. When “knowing that” is cut away from the community of
practice, it is robbed of pragmatic value. The propositions are simply constituents of a
relational process that serves as the font of knowing. Most important, we should not look
for knowledge in stabilized propositions, but within ongoing relational process.

There is some precedent for this reconceptualization. In a certain sense, this is to
extend Aristotelian concept of knowledge through praxis. Aristotle distinguished between
the pursuit of knowledge through theoria — articulated or propositional truth — and
through praxis. The latter is knowledge achieved through the process of striving toward a
goal. As I am proposing here, the capacity to articulate theory is itself a practical
accomplishment, or the outcome of praxis. Also relevant is the Socratic concept of
episteme, or knowledge embedded in the active accomplishment of a goal, with techne
representing the craft-like ability to make or perform. In contemporary educational circles
the distinction is represented in the contrast between declarative and procedural
knowledge, where the latter is implicit, unformalized, and realized through
accomplishment. As often proposed, procedural knowledge is often acquired
unconsciously. One might even argue that such knowledge cannot be translated into
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propositions. One learns how to speak though conversations, but is not therefore capable
of revealing the relevant grammatical rules. Any account of such actions would
necessarily be an abstract formalization, for which the skilled particulars would be
lacking.4

As I am proposing, the chief vehicle for generating usable knowledge is through
what may be viewed as a process of relational praxis. The process is relational in the
sense that it derives from action within specific contexts, and acquires its significance as
knowledge through social interchange.’ Education dedicated to imparting propositional
knowledge not only leaves students with little that is useful outside this context, but fails
to immerse them in those relational processes essential for effective engagement in
ongoing life. Mastery of content should give way to mastery of process. Let us consider
this conclusion in light of contemporary world conditions.

The Challenge of Change

In a fully stable world there are ways in which propositional knowledge can be
useful. If the objects of knowledge are relatively fixed, and the communal assumptions
and values univocal, the resulting propositions may have certain utility. The mastery of
the content may enable students to enter the society with a serviceable discourse. The
student will know how to communicate in effective ways, and to rapidly gain some sense
of how this talk functions within the community. However, during the preceding century,
we have accepted into our ways of life a stunning array of technologies, including the
radio, mass transportation, mass publishing, jet transportation, television, the internet, and
the cell phone. By all accounts, the impact of such technologies on patterns of cultural
life is enormous.® The implications for education are significant.

It was once said that there is nothing more revolutionary than a road. With new
roads into a community come strangers who bear new ideas, values, and ways of life. But
now, in the time required to read this sentence aloud, 80 million email messages will
have been launched into the world. In the last year alone it is estimated that 8 trillion text
messages were sent via cell phones. And this is to say nothing of the internet,
newspapers, television, radio, books, and so on. All these technologies essentially
contribute to creating, sustaining, or subverting forms of understanding or belief. Every
word or deed can enter multiple spheres of interpretation - twitter, face-book, the
blogosphere, television and radio talk shows, and more. Everywhere in motion are

' To illustrate, in a recent attempt to impart useful knowledge about dialogic practice, a colleague and I
(Hersted and Gergen, 2013) found it impossible to generate propositions from which derivations could be
made to the vicissitudes of ongoing dialogue. Rather, it was necessary to furnish case material that could
sensitize one to possibilities, and enable relevant reflection.

° This is also to challenge the view that knowledge resides in the head, a view more or less championed by
cognitive and constructivist views. It is to provide an answer to Wittgenstein’s (1992) question, “ Would it
be correct to say, I sit down because I know this is a chair; I reach for something because I know that this is
a book,...What is to be gained by this?” (p.46e)

% See for example Berman (1982), Eitzen and Zinn (2011), Bauman (2011).



Education as Social Construction 56

meanings being shaped and reshaped on virtually every issue of importance to our lives -
government, education, religion, family, work, leisure, the economy, love, appearance,
and so on. In today's world the circulation of meaning - in volume, speed, and number of
participants - approaches staggering proportions.

The utility of propositional knowledge is simultaneously diminished. At the
outset, the objects of knowledge continue to shift. As values, opinions, and events unfold
across time, so do foci of study. Consider the parade of fluttering concerns: Communism,
atomic energy, space exploration, cancer, the AIDs epidemic, computer design, obesity,
Alzheimer’s, immigration, global warming, social networks, post traumatic stress,
Ebola...Enthusiasms rapidly develop, conditions change, and interest dissipates. For what
kind of knowledge should education thus prepare the student? There is also the
multiplication of perspectives. This means, for one, that the so-called “objects of
knowledge” are not the same objects across communities. Global warming is not so much
a fact in nature for large numbers of conservatives, as it is a liberal ruse; what is obese in
one culture is a sign of either beauty or prosperity in another. More importantly, as
perspectives multiply, so do conceptions of reality and rationality increase, but as well
the range of possible actions. Thus, to solidify and canonize “what is known” is to reduce
the potentials for action. For whose perspective should education thus prepare the
student?

An education concerned with inert, context-stripped content is largely irrelevant
to a world in flux. Required are skills in the continuous relational praxis.

Pedagogies of Practice-Based Knowledge
What does this mean for educational practices and policies? This is a question of
enormous proportion, and deserving of broadest discussion.” As a preliminary to such
discussion, I shall confine myself here to briefly touching on several avenues of
departure. Because forward-looking educators have already set out in these directions,
they offer special promise.

Collaborative Classrooms

I have placed special emphasis on processes of collaboration, largely because it is
out of relational process that human meaning is born, that values and rationalities are
formed. It is collaborative process, then, that should be a foundation of educational
practice.® It is no longer the individual student that should center our concern, but
participation in the relational process from which knowledge emerges. In this context
initiatives in collaborative learning are especially promising. Collaborative activities are
now available across all age levels and curricula. At the university level, the work of

" A more extended discussion may be found in Gergen (2009).
¥ See also initiatives in cooperative learning (Millis, 2010).
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English Professor Kenneth Brufee (1993) is illustrative. In his English classes, Brufee
establishes consensus groups. These groups are challenged to answer various questions
about a text, and to do it in their own terms. They are also invited to challenge the
opinions of various authorities in the field. However, the groups must reach a consensus
that they are willing to share with other groups. This means that the group must learn
how to deal with internal disagreements — sometimes extreme — in generating an opinion.
They must learn how to live together in a world of conflicting realities. Closely related
are movements toward dialogically based teaching (Wells,1999). Such practices have
become increasingly useful as classes become increasingly multi-cultural. They can
provide an opportunity for full democratic participation. Ideally they also give students
an opportunity for a wide range of expressions — from what they think about a subject to
personal experiences, opinions, humor and so on. In this way students’ lives are brought
into productive contact with each other.

Learning in Action

As Confucius wrote in the fifth century BC, “I see and I remember, I do and I
understand.” This view is also echoed in John Dewey’s (1938) trail-blazing theories of
education, and is especially relevant to the proposals set forth in this paper. Most relevant
here is Dewey’s emphasis on the learning experience within specific contexts of action.
As just proposed, one of the most important features of this context is the matrix of social
relations in which learning takes place. It is within these relations that the learning
experience acquires its value, its goals, and a vocabulary with which it can be
communicated to others. In effect, experiential learning is at one with relational or
collaborative praxis. Most importantly, learning by doing places the learning experience
itself as the subject matter. That is, the primary educational outcome is the mastering of
the process itself. It is the skill in learning within the ongoing and ever shifting landscape
of demands that is essential. For example, skills in knowing how to focus attention,
employ trial and error, innovate, and integrate information are potentially useful
resources across a broad terrain of challenges.

Pursuits in experiential based learning have continued to develop in both
theoretical sophistication and the range of relevant practices (see for example, Wurdinger
and Carlson, 2010; Beard and Wilson, 2013). Interest also expands globally.g The
movement is often allied, as well, with project-based learning. In project-based learning
students are often engaged in generating the goals, and these goals will often have value
for them (for example, helping the community to recycle, advocating new bike paths,
reducing bullying). Collaborative process is often integral to the practice. Closely related
to these endeavors is the work of activity theory scholars and teachers. Drawing from
early Russian work, activity theory places a strong emphasis on working with tools — for
example, computer technologies, and ambient discursive resources —to solve problems

’ See, for example, the Association for Experiential Education (www.aee.org)
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(see, for example, Engestrom, 1987; Lave, 1993). The recent flowering of action
research and arts based learning in higher education adds additional dimension to these
various efforts.

Schools Without Borders

It’s not only that the sites of knowledge making can rapidly emerge at any time and
place throughout the world. With existing communication technologies, cyber-sites can
instantaneously develop, linking the like-minded across cultural borders. Regardless of
whether the interests are technological, ideological, artistic, pleasureful, sportive, and so
on, there are people from around the world seeking together to achieve some end. They
will learn — or not — through relational praxis. In this context we must view the
structured containers in which education traditionally takes place as impediments to
education. To the extent that they define the perimeters within which learning occurs,
they insulate students from participating in the larger global flows of meaning making
that will only continue in their expansion and significance. To be sure, educators have
made great strides in opening the schoolhouse doors. Programs in work-based learning,
service learning, and studying abroad, along with apprenticeships, externships, practica,
and field trips, increasingly populate the educational scene.

Of course, the increasing developments in computer based learning, and on-line
degree programs lend themselves to thinking in terms of education without borders. So
far, however, most such educational programs favor propositional pedagogy. It’s the
content that counts. More promising are computer classrooms in which students may
congregate and collaborate. Increasingly educators are relying on computer technology to
enable students to carry out dialogue, share files, and work on projects together —
effectively realizing the goals of collaboration and action learning just discussed.
Through such practices as building websites to linking classrooms across cultures, these
initiatives are slowly enabling classrooms to “go global.”

Transforming Evaluation

When relational process is given priority, evaluating individual student
performance is thrown into question. Here it is first important to realize that measures of
student performance are not accurate pictures of the student, but constructions. They are
ways of characterizing the student from a particular standpoint. In this sense, evaluations
of students tell us less about the students than they do the standpoint of the evaluator. In
this light we may ask: who is doing the evaluating, and for what purposes? In whose
interests are these evaluations, and who is — or is not — included in the discussion about
these purposes. What stands as "objective assessment" for one may be "prejudice in
action" for another. There is longstanding debate on these issues, and substantial critiques
of traditional evaluation practices. Most significant for present purposes is the way in
which evaluation generates alienated relationships — between teachers and students,
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among students, and between students and their families. In effect, the very relational
processes central to praxis-based knowledge are undermined. '

From the present standpoint, a high priority must be placed on developing
alternatives to traditional evaluation practices. There are broad moves in this direction,
particularly in higher education. Forward-looking universities are offering more
opportunities for ungraded credit, and replacing examinations with dossier based
evaluation. I have also been struck by the potentials of dialogic evaluation (Ryan &
DeStefano, 2000; Schwandt, 2005). Such practices tend to emphasize egalitarian
dialogue, equality and justice, multi-cultural intelligences, dialogic learning, and
qualitative analysis as opposed to quantification. Closely related, I am drawn to practices
of appreciative evaluation (Preskill & Catsambas, 2006). Such practices are lodged
within a social constructionist premise that we create our realities through dialogue. Thus,
dialogues that center on problems — for example, the poor performance of students,
teachers, or school systems — solidify the reality of the problems. And when fortified, this
reality will lead to mutual blame, alienation, distrust, disrespect, lowered motivation, and
more. The appreciative approach centers discussion on valued actions or performances,
that is, what may be prized by the participants.

Alternatives to national testing practices are also needed. Here I am impressed by
the work of David Fetterman and Wandersman (2004, 2007) on empowerment
evaluation. Here the attempt is to shift the site of evaluation from the distant assessors to
the local participants. Rather than the impersonal assessment of students and teachers, the
attempt is to enable the local community to become self-directing, to deliberate on its
activities, set goals for itself, and take necessary actions. Outside testing procedures are
not eliminated. Rather, standardized tests can provide information helpful in judging
local progress. Rather than dictating policy, test scores become adjuncts to local school
development.

In Conclusion

I am advocating here a fundamental shift in our conception of knowledge, its
utility, and its acquisition. It is a shift from knowledge as carried by fixed representations
of the world to knowledge as embedded in ongoing, relational practice. Knowledge in
this sense is not located in any place — in individual minds, books, or computer files — or
in any temporal location. Knowledge is continuously realized in the active process of
making, or what I am calling here, relational praxis. Such a view is linked to an emerging
and widely shared vision of knowledge as socially constructed, and the attendant shift
from truth seeking to pragmatic utility. It is also a view that seems maximally congenial
with the increasingly rapid tempo of global life, and its demands and opportunities for
adjustment and innovation. In this light I have touched on some of what I consider more
promising pedagogical initiatives. Further dialogue is essential.

' For a more extended discussion of this critique, see Gergen and Dixon-Roman, 2014.
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It is important that one does not conclude from this offering that I am in any way
opposed to propositional knowledge. The questions primarily concern the conditions of
its utility, and the significance of what is marginalized through this romance. When
propositions (in their various forms) are stripped from their contexts of usage, their
educational value is diminished and their pedagogical potency impoverished. Within the
context of efforts to achieve value-invested goals, propositional discourse can be vital.
However, for educational purposes, let us place the emphasis on “the efforts, and not the
outcomes. The argument here may be clarified in confronting what may strike many
readers as a pervasive, but suppressed, irony in this account.

I have been consistently critical of the propositional account of knowledge, while
simultaneously offering to the reader an array of propositions. I have relied on the
representationalist tradition to offer an account of the contemporary state of affairs.
Further, I have tried to fortify many of my proposals with reference to other propositional
accounts of the world. It would seem that either I am wrong about the weaknesses of
propositional knowledge, or my account is self-defeating. Yet, such a critique would be
to equate propositional knowledge with language as relational action. In no way am I
attempting to fix the truth of my proposals; they are offered as entries into an ongoing
conversation with other educators. The words will hopefully find pragmatic utility in the
working contexts that we share. At the same time, because there are — and will be —
multiple perspectives at stake in this conversation, and multiple contexts of potential
application, it is a dialogue without end. My special hope is that we should create useful
but transient knowledge together in the process.
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Dialogic learning

Talking our way into understanding
Gordon Wells

My aims in this chapter are first, to make the case for the foundational role that
dialogue plays in the creation and development of knowledge, both individual and
societal, and then to explore ways in which a dialogic approach can improve learning and
teaching in schools and universities. To these ends, I shall start by briefly summarizing
recent work in a variety of academic fields that provides both arguments and evidence for
the active and interactive nature of learning, with dialogue being essential for human
learning. I shall next draw on studies of early child development to illustrate how
knowledge-building dialogue plays a critical role in children’s learning in the preschool
years but occurs much less commonly in formal educational settings. Finally, based on
my collaborative action research with teachers, I shall suggest ways in which classrooms
at all levels can create more effective opportunities for learning by treating knowledge as
being jointly constructed through dialogue among students and acknowledged experts,
mediated by the planning and supportive guidance of teachers who, themselves, are also
learners.

Vygotsky (1981) was convinced that all human psychological processes develop
out of collaborative social forms of interaction, using cultural tools — most importantly
language — to transform the world rather than passively adapt to it. However, while
language played a central role in his theory, he considered it to be part of a more
comprehensive, unified psychological system that combined affective, practical, social,
motor, and symbol-based semiotic processes that function together to enable individuals
to participate in the wide range of meaningful activities that relate them to other people
and to the world they inhabit. In his theory, therefore, individual development is seen as
the process of entering into an ongoing culture through participation in collaborative
shared activities with more experienced members of the culture and, in this way, of
gradually appropriating its tools, both material and psychological, as well as the modes of
action and thinking that they make possible.

It was in relation to this context of shared activity that Vygotsky (1978) introduced
the metaphor of the zone of proximal development. Based on his research on the
assessment of normal and abnormal children,1 he explained that, when a learner is
attempting to carry out some intended activity but cannot manage it completely on his or

1 See Gita Vygodskaya’s brief biography of her father.
(http://webpages.charter.net/schmolzel/vygotsky/gita.html)



Gordon Wells: Dialogic learning 63

her own, a more experienced co-participant can, by offering relevant assistance in the
form of hints or demonstration, enable the learner “to go beyond him- or herself” by
taking over the new skill or knowledge and ultimately making it her or his own.

This process is very much in evidence in the early stages of a child’s development
as, for example, when a parent tracks an infant’s visual attention to an object and, if
appropriate, picks it up and offers it to him or her, often saying the word or words that
name the relevant object or action (Trevarthen & Hubley, 1978). It is equally in evidence,
in the second year, when the adult expands on the child’s verbal expression of interest in
an ongoing event.

Here is an example from the Bristol Study of Language Development (Wells,
1986).

Mark, aged 22 months, is standing by a central heating radiator in the living room.
Mark: 'Ot, Mummy?

Mother:  Hot? . yes, that's the radiator

Mark: Been- burn?

Mother:  Burn?

Mark: Yeh

Mother:  Yes, you know it'l I bum, don't you?

Mark: [putting hand on radiator] Oh! Ooh!

Mother:  Take your hand off of it

[Looking out of the window, a few minutes later, Mark sees a man working in his garden]

Mark: A man'’s fire, Mummy

Mother:  Mm?

Mark: A man's fire

Mother:  Mummy's flower? [checking]

Mark: No

Mother:  What?

Mark: [emphasizing each word] Mummy, the man . fire

Mother:  Man's fire? [checking]

Mark: Yeh

Mother:  Oh yes, the bonfire

Mark: (imitating) Bonfire

Mother:  Mm

Mark: Bonfire . oh, bonfire . bonfire . bon- a fire . bo-bonfire

Oh, hot, Mummy . oh, hot . it hot . it hot
Mother:  Mm . it will burn, won't it?
Mark: Yeh . burn . it burn
Such brief conversations are most often initiated by the child, as the linguist,

Halliday (1975), noted in his account of his own son’s early development. However,
while it is the child who chooses the topic, it the adult who scaffolds the conversation by
building on what the child offers and in this way extends the joint meaning making and
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creates opportunities for the child to incorporate the new information into his expanding
linguistic repertoire and, at the same time, to extend his understanding of the topic in
which she or he is currently interested.

This is clearly seen in the following extract.

Elizabeth, aged 4 years, is watching her mother clean the wood ash from the living
room fireplace.

Elizabeth: What are you doing that for?

Mother: I'm gathering it up and putting it outside so that Daddy

can put it on the garden.

Elizabeth: Why does he have to put it on the garden?

Mother: To make the compost right.

Elizabeth: Does that make the garden grow?

Mother: Yes.

Elizabeth: Why does it?

Mother: You know how I tell you that you have to eat different things
like eggs and cabbage and rice pudding to make you grow
into a big girl?

Elizabeth: Yes.

Mother: Well, plants need different foods too. And ash is one of the

things that’s good for them.

As in the previous example, it is the child who initiates the topic. However,
Elizabeth is older than Mark and more advanced both linguistically and cognitively.
Observing her mother’s action and assuming it has a purpose, she asks questions in order
to elicit an explanation, which her mother supplies in a manner that she believes will
make sense to Elizabeth in terms of her existing knowledge. For the mother, the action
she 1s performing is part of a more comprehensive activity. That is to say, the wood ash is
not simply a ‘thing in itself,” it is also something that has value in the activity of growing
plants, in which, as a type of fertilizer, it can contribute to their growth. To explain this,
she uses an analogy based on the concept of nutrition: just as Elizabeth needs to eat
certain types of food in order to grow, so a plant’s growth is dependent on appropriate
‘food’ and the ash her father will spread on the soil will help the garden plants to grow.

Both these examples illustrate how spontaneously occurring events can be
occasions for learning when the child initiates the dialogue and the more experienced
interlocutor responds to the child’s interest by building on it in a manner that he or she
believes will enable the child to advance in his or her ‘zone of proximal development’ as
a member of the culture in which he or she is growing up.

There are, of course, wide variations in the manner in which such learning occurs,
both across cultures and also within cultures, depending on societal and familial
traditions. Cultural anthropologists have reported very different patterns of childrearing
in less technologically developed cultures. For example, in some cultures, young children



Gordon Wells: Dialogic learning 65

are cared for by older siblings rather than by their parents (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986) and
Rogoff (2003) describes how Maya children are expected to learn mainly through
observation and participation in family and community activities. But even in developed
countries there are differences in patterns of parent-child interaction stemming from
cultural and class differences in beliefs about child rearing (Heath, 1983; Hasan, 1986),
which Bernstein (1986) attributed to parents’ roles in the division of labor, being
involved either in material production or in symbolic control.

However, in all cultures, whatever the local customs, children have multiple
opportunities to learn the language of their community, for talk accompanies almost all
the activities in which children engage with family members and, as they grow older,
with other children and adults outside the home. While there is much repetition of daily
routines, there are also new experiences and new twists to those that are already familiar.
As a result, and with little deliberate instruction, by the age of five or so, children have
learned how to play their part in a wide range of activities and how to use language to get
things done and to reflect on these doings. By that age, they have mastered the basic
grammar of the language used in their community” and have acquired a vocabulary of
many thousands of words and they continue to add to these resources on a daily basis as
they engage in interactions in new contexts.

Writing about this learning process more generally, Halliday (1993) emphasizes the
significance of these everyday dialogic interactions for children’s intellectual as well as
their linguistic development. In learning their native language, he argues, children take
over their culture’s ways of making sense of human experience, as this is ‘encoded’ in the
utterances that accompany their activities with others. As he puts it, ‘Language has the
power to shape our consciousness; and it does so for each human child, by providing the
theory that he or she uses to interpret and manipulate their environment’ (p.107).

Dialogue and the Creation of Knowledge and Understanding
So far in this chapter, I have tried to establish, first, that, universally, learning
involves an active engagement with the world outside the self and that, second, humans
learn mainly through actively engaging in situation-related dialogue with other people.
For many thousands of years, knowledge created in one generation was almost
exclusively passed on to future generations by involving novice members in family and
community activities so that, through physical and linguistic participation, they took over
and made the community knowledge their own. Furthermore, when situations arose that
posed challenges that went beyond current members’ knowledgeable skills, individuals
pooled their resources, attempting through collaborative action and dialogue to construct

solutions, which if effective, would in turn be passed on to future generations.
In the last two thousand years, however, two highly significant additions have been

® It is worth pointing out that, in many societies, children learn two or more languages simultaneously.
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made to humans’ cultural resources of knowledge and skills. The first was the
development of ways of giving permanent representation to the knowledge that had
previously required face-to face interaction for its dissemination. The invention of
writing, in particular, radically changed the ways in which knowledge was preserved and
extended. With access to texts created by knowledgeable experts in distant times and
places, the pace of knowledge creation and dissemination increased. Secondly, as
knowledge developed by communities such as those of philosophers, scientists,
navigators, doctors, historians and so on, gradually came to be applied to practical
problems, it gave rise to increased control of the physical environment through
mechanical tools, their production and application.
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Figure 1. The Spiral of Acting, Knowing and Understanding

At this point, I shall attempt to summarize the significance for individual
development of the ideas so far presented about learning through action and dialogue in
the form of a diagram. In it, I represent two individuals taking part in some activity
together. Each circle represents one of the participating individuals and the four
quadrants within each circle represent essential components of what is involved in
engaging in any challenging activity. Because all activities are situated in space and time,
each occurrence is to some degree unique and thus for each participant some aspects of
the current instantiation will be already familiar while some will be new. The component
labeled ‘Experience’ represents memories of relevant past events that enable the
individual to recognize what is familiar about the current situation, while his or her active
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engagement in it, through one or more of the senses and through physical action, yields
new ‘Information’ in the form of feedback. However, for this new information to lead to
an enhancement of ‘Understanding’ - which is the goal of all useful learning — it must be
actively transformed and articulated with past experience through collaborative
‘Knowledge Building’ (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2006). While the cycle through the
quadrants represents one particular occasion, the spiral that connects the quadrants
emphasizes the continuous nature of learning, both on any particular occasion and
progressively over time.

The diagram is thus intended to represent two individuals who are engaging with
the same object, which can be understood as both the object-goal of their joint action
(what they are trying to achieve) and a physical object or ongoing event. However, while
this object is the shared focus of their attention, their individual perceptions of it will not
be identical because they will be construing it in the light of their individual past
experiences. This is where knowledge building comes into play, as they make use of
material and/or linguistic cultural tools to negotiate their understanding of the object/goal
and the action(s) that may need to be taken in order to achieve it.

Where the individuals involved have very different levels of understanding of the
object and different levels of facility with the cultural tools relevant to the situation, the
more competent can assist the less competent one to play his or her part in their joint
action, thus —as Vygotsky (1978) argued— enabling him or her to make progress in the
zpd. This could be seen happening in the two examples quoted above, where in each case
the mother attempted, by means of her verbal explanation, to help the child to understand
more fully the events that were of interest to them.

Two further points that this diagram is intended to bring out are, first, that because
of their unique life trajectories, the understandings that different individuals construct are
never identical. This is one of the reasons why collaborative knowledge building is so
important, since it allows each participant to compare his or her understanding with those
of co-participants and for each to recognize the strengths and weaknesses of his or her
own current position and to modify them accordingly. While such dialogic work probably
starts most frequently in spoken interaction with a co-present other, it need not end there.
By reading, we can also dialogue with non-present others — even those no longer living —
by engaging with their written words. As children grow older, they also become able to
dialogue with themselves in what Vygotsky (1987) called “inner speech” and, later, in the
activity of writing, to explore their thinking for themselves as well as to communicate
their thinking to other people.

Having established the centrality of dialogue in learning at all stages of the life-
span, I shall focus, in the remainder of this chapter, on implications of the foregoing ideas
for learning in schools and in public education more generally.
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Learning in School: The Bristol Study

Given the importance that dialogue plays in everyday life and, most particularly, in
the early years, it might be expected to be equally effective in facilitating learning in
school. However, this is by no means always the case, as became very apparent when we
followed 32 of the children in the Bristol Study into their first classrooms (Wells, 1986)
With no clear expectations, we decided to make a direct comparison between the talk that
occurred at home on or around the children’s fifth birthdays and then a few weeks later at
school. For each child, ten five-minute samples were recorded over the course of one
morning and all data involving any adult interacting with the child were analyzed on a
number of dimensions. Not surprisingly, the children had considerably less one-to-one
conversation with their teachers than with adults at home, since the adult-child ratio was
very different in the two settings. But even when such conversations with adults
occurred, they were much less frequently child-initiated. Furthermore, compared with at
home, their contributions were much shorter and less complex; the children asked far
fewer questions at school, and those they did ask were mainly about what they were
supposed to do rather than about things that interested or puzzled them. By contrast, the
teachers asked many more questions than did adults at home, with questions-with-known-
answers being seven times more frequent in the classroom than at home.

However, what was most disturbing was the difference between the two settings in
the extent to which adults built upon the children’s contributions to the ongoing
conversation when responding to them. When a comparison was made between those
adult utterances that picked up and extended matter contributed by the child (extending
utterances) and those that developed matter previously introduced by the adult
(developing utterances), a very significant difference was found. Whereas at home twice
as many adult utterances were extending rather than developing, the ratio was reversed in
the classroom, where teachers developed matter introduced by themselves twice as often
as they extended matter contributed by the children.’

Here is a fairly typical example of conversation between a teacher and child, in this
case initiated by the child.

Lee has found a large conker (a horse chestnut), which he hopes will be successful in the

sport in which a child tries to break his opponent’s conker by hitting it hard with his own.

He has brought his conker to show it to his teacher.

Lee: I want to show you .. isn’t it big!

Teacher: It is big, isn’t it? What is it?

Lee: A conker

Teacher: Yes

Lee: Then that’ll need opening up.

Teacher: It needs opening up . what does it need opening up for?

? Similar results were reported by Tizard et al. (1983), based on a comparison of four-year-olds’ talk with
mothers and teachers.
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Lee: Cos the seed’s inside

Teacher: Yes, very good . what will the seed grow into?

Lee: A conker

Teacher: No, it won’t grow into a conker. it’ll grow into a sort of tree, won’t it?

Can you remember the —

Lee: Horse chestnut

Teacher: Horse chestnut good.

Put your conker on the nature table, then.

I have quoted this example at some length because it illustrates rather clearly the
dilemma experienced by teachers in the face of the conflicting demands placed upon
them — to teach the prescribed curriculum on the one hand, and to be responsive to
individual children’s interests and their current understandings on the other. From the
first perspective, the teacher’s intention here could be seen as praiseworthy — to help Lee
to extend his interest more reflectively by making the connection between his conker and
the type of tree it came from and into which it would eventually grow. On the other hand,
however, it could be argued that, by pursuing her well-intentioned instructional
interrogation, she hijacked Lee’s initial topic; instead of being able to share his
excitement with his teacher about what he was going to do with the conker, he was
reduced to providing short answers to her questions, to which, of course, she already
knew the answers.

In the mid 1970s, when this episode was recorded, significant attempts had been
made in England to adopt a child-centered approach to the education of young children,
inspired by Piaget’s (1970) theory of learning. In the same period there was also a serious
attempt to abolish the universal 11+ examination, the purpose of which was to segregate
children at this age into two types of school, oriented to academic or manual skills, based
on current achievement, and instead to create comprehensive schools that would avoid
early stratification by educating all students together during the secondary stage of
education while appropriately cultivating their differing interests and abilities.

However, while these ‘liberal’ initiatives met with considerable approval at the
time and had some lasting effect, the more ‘traditional’ values and concerns of
conservative politicians and business leaders gradually prevailed and, over the following
years, led to the establishment of a prescribed common curriculum for all students and a
growing emphasis on standardization of assessment. Similarly, the increasing
globalization of manufacturing and trade and the need to be competitive in it led to the
adoption of comparable practices by most economically and technologically developed
nations and to a growing extent by developing ones as well.

Standardization and Students’ Learning
There is nothing new about the subservience of schooling to the needs of economic
production and management. The first schools were set up in the ancient kingdoms and
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empires of Egypt, Mesopotamia and, later, China, to train scribes to keep records for the
administration of taxation, trade and military supplies. In these schools, the required
skills in reading, writing and basic arithmetic were what was taught and the learning and
teaching took the form of supervised repetitive practice of these skills by students sitting
in rows facing a single teacher (Cole, 2005). In more modern times, with the Industrial
Revolution, the need for basic schooling again became apparent and, in many
industrializing countries, school attendance was eventually made obligatory for all, with
the goal of training a semi-literate, semi-skilled workforce to man the factories that were
replacing the individual craftsmen in their workshops and the women spinning and
weaving at home. As Cole remarks, the schools of the nineteenth and early twentieth
century were remarkably similar in layout and curriculum to the earliest known school,
which was recently excavated in what was ancient Sumeria.

However, during World War 1 the inadequacy of the education provided by public
schools was made clearly apparent by the proportion of conscripted soldiers who were
illiterate, which, in turn, led to a strengthening and enlargement of the curriculum in the
years that followed. However, with the suddenly increased need for military vehicles,
guns and ammunition, the war also gave a strong boost to the mechanization of
production and to the economic advantage of the assembly line and quality control. And
over the decades that followed, these concepts were transferred to public education,
leading to the establishment of state or national curricula, which specify the standards to
be achieved in each subject at each age/grade level and the use of standardized tests,
typically involving multiple choice questions, both to assess individual students’
achievement relative to curriculum goals and also to monitor the degree of success in
achieving these goals by school districts and schools and, more recently, by individual
teachers. By the end of the twentieth century this approach had achieved international
proportions, as seen in the establishment of the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA).

Several advantages have been claimed for this top-down management of education.
Setting universal high standards, it is argued, creates equity of opportunity for all
students, wherever they live, and the large-scale production of textbooks and test
materials also permits economies of scale. Furthermore, frequent standardized testing
yields feedback to teachers and students on how successful they are in meeting
expectations and, with some tests, on exactly where improvement is needed. Test results
can also be used to make comparisons between teachers, schools, school districts, and
states, enabling each level to be held accountable to the level next above and sanctioned
if they fail to make required improvements.

However, the move towards the production model of education has not gone
unchallenged. One major objection is that, without recognizing and attempting to
overcome the economic inequalities between schools and school districts as well as the
substantial differences between them in the populations they serve, contemporary
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schooling is inequitable and it is extremely unlikely that its desired outcomes can be
achieved. An equally important objection is that the assumptions about pedagogy on
which this model is based are seriously in conflict with the findings of research on the
nature of successful learning and effective teaching.

Perhaps the most serious problem caused by such standardization is that the drive to
improve test scores comes to be the dominating concern of both teachers and students. A
consequence is that students quickly recognize, from the way in which their contributions
in class are responded to, that ‘getting the right answer’ is the real goal of learning, and
so they put their efforts into memorizing the information that is likely to be on the test
rather than into exploring and trying to understand the topics they are studying.
Furthermore, since the amount that can be held in memory is limited, once the tests have
been taken, the memorized information is likely to be deleted in order to make room for
the next unit’s key information. At the end of the year, students who have used this
strategy remember little of what they have ‘learned’ and, in many cases, understand even
less.

The test regime has two further harmful consequences. First, the high value put on
test scores and grades fosters competition rather than collaboration and this, in turn,
works against group work and sustained class discussion, in which alternative
perspectives are explored and given serious consideration. Second, all students are
expected to ‘learn’ at the same rate and in the same manner. As a result, there is no room
to offer alternative assignments or make other adjustments in order to respond to
individual differences in learning style, and other pertinent characteristics. Furthermore,
when all must go at the same pace, those who learn quickly may easily become bored,
while those who need more time and assistance get left behind, often losing hope and
simply accepting their poor test performances as evidence that they are failures.

Teachers, too, are constrained by the standardization of curriculum and the
emphasis on students’ test performances. Many feel that their expertise in crafting
appropriate curriculum for their particular students is not valued, since the selection of
content and its sequencing is taken out of their hands. Furthermore, the sheer quantity of
material to be ‘covered’ does not allow them to discover and build on students’ relevant
experiences or be responsive to their individual interests. In the US, in inner-city school
districts and in those with a high proportion of English language learners, teachers are
further constrained by pacing guides and even by an explicit script which specifies in
detail what they should cover, and by what means, for every moment of the day. While
some teachers may welcome the resulting freedom from having to prepare lessons, many
who find themselves required to teach in this way resent the deskilling to which they are
subjected and a substantial number of them leave teaching altogether, thus rendering it
even less likely that the aim of raising standards will be achieved.

However, of the negative consequences of imposing standardization of instruction,
the most damaging is the effect it has on the interactions between teachers and students —
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and also among students — through which the lesson-by-lesson and moment-by-moment
shared process of learning-and- teaching is carried on. As studies have repeatedly found
(e.g. Mehan, 1979; Nystrand, 1997), most lessons consist mainly of teachers presenting
information and then asking questions to check that students can recall what they have
been told. In such classrooms, students are rarely invited to ask questions or to offer their
ideas about the topic being taught and there is little sustained discussion of any kind. In
sum, learning is not dialogic. As a result, students often do not engage fully with the topic
of the lesson and gain only a superficial understanding of it.

Fortunately, however, as was pointed out earlier, most of our productive learning
takes place outside classroom lessons, in settings that involve collaborative dialogue
more often than unidirectional instruction. It seems clear, therefore, that learning in
school would be greatly facilitated if the skills involved in dialogic learning at home and
in the community were also valued and utilized in the classroom. Indeed, Lauren Resnick
advanced this argument as long ago as 1984 in her Presidential Address to the American
Educational Research Association.

[S]chool itself should not retain all the features that distinguish it so sharply from
practical life. Indeed, evidence is beginning to accumulate that traditional schooling's
focus on individual, isolated activity, on symbols correctly manipulated but divorced
from experience, and on decontextualized skills may be partly responsible for the school's
difficulty in promoting its own in-school learning goals (1984, p. 18).

In the remainder of this chapter, therefore, I shall explore some of the ways in

which dialogue can be made more central to learning in school. First, though, I will
consider in more detail what it means for learning to be dialogic.

Dialogic Learning in the Classroom

The four components — Experience, Information, Knowledge Building and
Understanding — are involved in any interaction between two or more people, whether the
Object is a physical object or situation or one created through their recall or imagination.
Much interaction in daily life is not engaged in with the deliberate intention of bringing
about learning — although that does not mean that no learning occurs. In school, on the
other hand, learning on the part of students is the raison d’étre for much of the interaction
that takes place during formal lessons. Nevertheless, while all school subjects confront
students with new information, there is considerable variation in the ways in which they
are expected to engage with that information and in the criteria by which the outcome of
their engagement will be judged.

Writing about spoken interaction, Bakhtin (1981) made a distinction between
‘authoritative’ and ‘internally persuasive’ discourse, seeing the former as asserted and
requiring acceptance as compared with the negotiability of the latter. Writing somewhat
later in the Bakhtinian tradition, Lotman (1988) used the terms ‘monologic’ and
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‘dialogic’ to make a similar distinction. As he explained, the monologic function is
particularly important for passing on cultural meanings and ‘providing a common
memory for the group’ (p. 35), thus preserving the continuity and stability of beliefs and
values within a culture. However, by the same token, an utterance (or written text) treated
in this way is by nature authoritative, not open to question or alternative perspectives.

In the second mode, by contrast, the utterance invites a response from the
addressee’s position, which may refine, extend, or counter that of the speaker. In this
way, as he makes clear, it serves to generate new meanings. An utterance treated in this
mode is truly dialogic, in Bakhtin’s sense. And because it assumes that thinking is
thinking together, it is ideally suited to a commitment to taking different positions into
account in the attempt to determine what is the case or what course of action should be
followed. Moreover, for those who have learned to take part in such constructive
consideration of different perspectives, this social form of thinking can be taken over as a
model for private thinking, as each move in inner dialogue serves as a thinking device
that elicits a further rejoinder.

This distinction is particularly important when considering interaction in the
classroom. When teaching takes the form of presenting information, either through
lecturing or requiring students to read a written text, and then asking questions about the
presented information that call for correct recall, the lesson is essentially monologic and
authoritative. No opportunity is provided for students to respond to the presented
information with their own thoughts about it or to ask questions about its significance for
their own lives. As a result, the information remains inert and does little to increase their
understanding of it. On the other hand, if the aim of teaching is to enable students to
extend their understanding of the content of the lesson, there must be opportunities for
them to engage in collaborative knowledge building.

Knowledge building can take a variety of forms but all are essentially social and
dialogic in nature. In Bakhtin’s (1986) terms, it involves an “interanimation of voices”
with the aim of creating a common, or shared, understanding to which all contribute,
whether overtly or through responding internally to the contributions of others. Most
frequently the dialogue takes place through speech which, in addition to the expression of
participants’ personal experiences, beliefs and values, often includes reference to artifacts
present in the situation, such as material tools, diagrams, graphs and quotations from
written texts of present or absent authors. However, the dialogue may also be conducted
in whole or in part through writing, as will be illustrated below, and as is becoming
increasingly common, it may be conducted via the internet.

While knowledge building involving whole class discussion should regularly occur
when new curriculum content is first introduced, there are other opportunities for creating
opportunities for it to occur. One of these is through what Tharp and Gallimore (1988)
call ‘instructional conversation.” This typically involves the teacher meeting with a small
group of students while the rest of the class is involved in self-directed activities. As the
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term implies, the teacher has an instructional purpose in mind, such as learning how to
make sense of a written text — a work of literature or a textbook exposition of historical or
scientific information — or how to plan and carry out an investigation; however, rather
than telling, the teacher encourages the students to engage in a conversation about the
topic, expressing their own ideas, responding to those of others, asking and answering
questions. In these ICs, the teacher’s principle role is one of facilitating the conversation
and keeping it on track, providing structure where necessary, supporting the more reticent
participants and helping all to reach an agreed-upon conclusion or to recognize that
alternative conclusions are possible.

To this end, one of the most powerful incentives for collaborative knowledge
building to develop is to engage students in inquiry (Brown & Campione, 1994). Almost
any curriculum topic can be approached in this way. After a preliminary exploratory
discussion, students are asked to select some aspect of the topic that they find particularly
interesting and to pose relevant questions that they would like to try to answer. Groups
are then formed by bringing together members who have overlapping interests and
similar questions that they want to explore. Each group’s goal is to create an Object that
represents the best understanding of their chosen topic that they can manage to achieve.
Such an object can take many forms, ranging from a functioning model to a work of art
(e.g. a drawing, a story or poem, a musical performance) and from a scientific
explanation to a geometric proof, a map or an explanatory diagram. The value of such an
‘improvable object’ is that it provides a clear focus for discussion, particularly if it is a
representation of its creators’ current understanding. Furthermore, at each stage, critical
consideration of the object is likely to raise further questions and to motivate revision,
thereby calling for further knowledge building (See Figure 2). Finally, when groups
present their ‘objects’ to the rest of the class, or perhaps to other audiences beyond their
own class, there are further opportunities for informed knowledge building.
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Figure 2. The Role of an Improvable Object in Knowledge Building

Rather than teaching students to accept and memorize ‘what is known’ simply on
the basis of authority, then, the aim of knowledge building is to help them to recognize
that all knowledge of the world in which we live is tentative and open to improvement.
Furthermore, since advances in knowledge come from just the sorts of ‘progressive
discourse’ (Bereiter, 1994) in which students are engaging, they should be encouraged to
see that, by being apprenticed into this form of discourse, they can gradually take on the
role of expert in their chosen field and contribute to the larger enterprise of creating
knowledge that will have consequences for action and, hopefully, for improving the
human condition. It is also important that they understand that, in some areas — for
example, in relation to ethical and aesthetic judgments or in constructing explanations of
complex events with multiple causal influences -- there is no single ‘right answer’ since
there are alternative points of view that are equally persuasive.

Finally, it is worth emphasizing that when learning takes place through active
investigation and dialogue the whole person becomes involved. Learning through
participation in collaborative knowledge building is not simply a matter of acquiring
more knowledge. It also involves relating to co-investigators as well as recognizing
changes in attitudes and dispositions toward the topics investigated and in the
knowledgeable skills that such investigations require. In other words, learning, seen as
increasingly full and effective co-participation in exploration of topics and issues of
interest and concern to the learner, is also a major influence on the formation of his or her
identity and self-image and, by the same token, of the ways in which he or she is



Education as Social Construction 76

regarded by others. For this reason, it is important that engaging in classroom dialogue be
a positive experience for every student. With this in view, students should be encouraged
to ensure that all contributions to the dialogue are both formulated as clearly and
coherently as possible, and accepted and treated with respect — even when this takes the
form of productive disagreement (Mercer, 2000).

Promoting Dialogue in the Classroom

My own commitment to promoting dialogue in the classroom began in 1984, when
the Bristol Study came to an end. In part, this commitment developed in response to the
comparison of language at home and at school, the results of which were discussed
above. But it also arose from my new responsibilities when I moved to OISE/University
of Toronto, which involved working with teachers as they studied for a Masters degree in
Education as well as carrying out research in local schools. On the basis of these
experiences, I began a collaborative research project with a group of volunteer teachers
which came to be called the ‘Developing Inquiring Communities in Education Project’
(DICEP).*

As will be seen from the title of the project, we placed a strong theoretical emphasis
on inquiry. The motivating force for learning that is generated by inquiry is developed at
some length in the writings of Dewey (1974) and, while not made explicit in Vygotsky’s
theoretical work, it has become a key feature of many of the pedagogical
implementations of his ideas in recent years (Stetsenko & Arievitch, 2002). Our emphasis
on ‘inquiry’ also arose from our shared recognition that, in the context of the classroom,
dialogue 1s most likely to develop when students have experiences and ideas that they
wish to share and that this is most likely to occur when they have been inquiring into a
topic of interest to them. Finally, an orientation toward inquiry also has advantages from
an organizational point of view since, when students share the responsibility for selecting
the topics to be investigated and the methods they will use to do so, the resulting sense of
‘ownership’ of their activities enables them to sustain their engagement and to develop
strategies of responsible collaboration that lead to successful completion.

However, the emphasis on inquiry was not only an orientation for learning and
teaching in the classroom. It was also the organizing principle for our collaborative
research as, over the ensuing ten years, both individually and collectively, we
investigated how to create the conditions for dialogic inquiry to flourish in our own
classrooms in schools and university. In what follows, 1 will describe two of these
investigations in order to give a flavor of how teachers and students learned together

* This project was funded from 1991 to 1999 by the Spencer Foundation, whose support is gratefully
recognized.
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about the positive consequences of adopting a dialogic approach to the topics they were
addressing.’

A Teacher’s Changing Role in Class Discussion

In the first example, Zoe Donoahue (1998) had established the practice of reading
aloud every day to her grade four class and of encouraging the students to discuss the
story after each daily read-aloud. In the December of the fourth year of her participation
in the project, she decided to read Mrs Frisby and the Rats of Nimh. She also decided to
videotape the follow-up discussions. After the first two recordings, she spent some time
viewing the videotapes she had made and was dismayed at what she discovered. Far from
having encouraged free-flowing discussion, as she had intended, the videorecordings
showed that a version of the Initiation-Response-Followup (IRF) structure still dominated
the interaction. As teacher, she called sequentially on children who had their hands up,
they expressed their thoughts about the story, and she provided some form of positive
follow-up. She then moved on to the next volunteer. Given this discourse structure,
children’s remarks were always addressed to her as the hub of the wheel and so, not
surprisingly, there was little or no interchange among the students themselves.

The next day, the teacher talked to the children about what she had seen and
proposed a new discourse format. On completion of her read-aloud, she, as manager of
the discussion, would nominate a child from among those who wanted to speak and,
following his or her turn, any other child who wished to speak to the same topic could do
so without waiting to be nominated. She also emphasized that, in a good discussion,
people link what they say to previous contributions and make clear how their own
contribution relates to what went before. Although unfamiliar as a way of conversing in
the formal context of “a lesson”, the children had little difficulty in adjusting to the new
format and in the discussions that followed the reading of the remaining chapters, the
frequency of “true” discussion (Nystrand et al, 2003) among students increased
dramatically, averaging almost 30% of all sequences as opposed to less than 2% on the
first two occasions.

In the following extract, however, unlike the discussions that had followed previous
read-alouds, in which the children had largely been making and debating predictions
about how the story would continue, this final discussion was intended to engage the
class in reflecting together on the story as a whole. This they did initially by saying what
they liked about it, mentioning particular events that intrigued them, and also by
suggesting alternative ways in which a sequel might continue the saga of the rats’
attempts to foil the humans’ efforts to recapture them or, failing that, to exterminate them
altogether.

> Further examples can be found in Action, talk and Text, a collection of chapters by DICEP teachers
(Wells, 2001).
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It was in this context that another teacher who was visiting the class posed a
question, as prearranged with the class teacher, asking the children which of the two
leader rats, Justin or Jenner, they would choose to follow if they were given the choice.
Like them, the visitor knew that, at the conclusion of the novel, those rats that survived
the gassing of the comfortable home they had constructed under a rosebush close to a
farm had to choose between two alternatives. Justin considered they would be better off if
they started a new settlement further away from humans; Jenner, on the other hand, was
keen to continue the technically advanced way of life that had been made possible by
tapping into the water and electricity services to be found near human habitations. By
asking them to explain which leader they would follow, the question invited them to
explore one of the main themes of the story by relating it to their own experiences and
values.

The extract starts after one or two children have offered their points of view.
(In the following transcript, children are identified by the first two letters of their names; T
stands for Teacher. * is used where a word is inaudible.)
Ka:  I'd go with Justin . um . 'cos .. uhm . like human beings- we don't like it
when people do things to us and so . I think they have a right to . uh-
do what they wanna do . . just like other people . like humans-
St: Not ALL HUMANS
Ka: and I think *** [ think that they're doing the right thing by not
dealing with it *****
Fr: But how would ***%%*
Ss: No . no-o-o
Je: They could be either ** living here . and when they got there they
could just **
Me:  live on the fruits that they had
T: Uh-huh
Me:  They already had a fruit supply there
T: Yes they had a fruit supply there
An: Well if I could split myselfin half and stay alive I would go both ways
because . if  went to Jenner's side it would be easier and you'd have
electricity and stuff . and if [ went to Justin's side . uhm- it'd sort of be
safer because you're with a whole bunch of other rats
T: (nominates David)
Da:  Iwould go with Justin because . I know that my life is boring because [
have running water and electricity that I can use whenever I want . so [
want- 1'd like uh- life to be a bit more of a challenge
T: That reminds me of one of the reasons why my family- . why we enjoy
going up to our cottage- because we don't have any luxury at the cottage .
we only have running COLD water .. and we don't have any toilet - we just have
an outhouse . and . we're on top of a big hill . so you have to haul everything up
and down the hill ... and then we get back to the city and we really appreciate .
being able to turn on the hot water and walk to our house from our car in two
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seconds- you know . so . it's kind of- I know what you're saying- it's nice . and 1
feel lucky to have that chance to live out a harder life sometimes . that makes me
appreciate my easy life that I have every day

T: (nominating) Frank and Adam and then we'll stop

Fr: If I were Jenner . I would've waited a bit .. I think Jenner should've stayed a bit
longer . to find out all- uh more in more detail

Ad: Uhm- [ think a better idea- 1'd go with Justin- 'cos uhm- if you go with Jenner .
you rea- you could easily get caught because they like- realize that you're trying
to steal stuff . and uhm . and then also maybe doctor Schulz would come after you
and finally catch you so it would be- a smarter idea to go with Justin ..

T: Everybody, that was again a great discussion . for over fifty- not fifteen but fifty-
five- oh- minutes- listening to me read for about half an hour and then talking for
about twenty five minutes or so- that's amazing! I don't think you could have
done that in September

Although those unfamiliar with the story may have had some difficulty in following
the finer points of this animated discussion, it is clear that the arguments that the children
put forward for their choices were intelligible to the other members of the class, since the
latter extended them or offered alternative points of view. It is also clear that they
understood the implications of the two alternatives. Particularly interesting in this respect
are Andrew’s explanation of the quandary that he finds himself in and David’s
willingness to take on the challenge that Justin’s alternative presents.

The teacher’s reply to Andrew and David, which is more a conversational response
than a follow-up move, both takes up their contributions and relates the alternatives they
have presented to her own family’s arrangements, which enable them to have the
advantages of both worlds. Then, in the second part of her contribution, she restates the
contrasting values to which the two rat leaders are committed. Finally, Adam, the last
student to have a chance to speak, takes a more pragmatic position in choosing the greater
security that Justin’s plan offers.

This extract shows how far this class has come as a result of the teacher adopting

a more dialogic format for their discussions. Not only are they listening to, and
responding to, each other, but they are also, together, deepening their understanding of
the conflicting values that the story embodies.

The Knowledge Wall: From Spoken to Written Dialogue

Traditionally, writing has been thought of as monologic and conversation as
dialogic. However, with the advent of email and electronic discussion groups, this
perception is changing, as more and more people carry on sustained discussions in
writing with people they never meet face-to-face. An important question, therefore, is
how this potential of writing as a medium for collaborative knowledge building can be
exploited in the classroom. This was the question explored in a grade eight classroom, in
which Karen Hume taught most of the curriculum.
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The impetus for this teacher’s investigation came from her discovery of the
Computer Supported Intentional Learning Environment (CSILE), developed by some of
my colleagues (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1994). Technically, CSILE consists of a number
of networked computers that are linked to a central server, which enables a class of
students to create a communal database to which each of them has access. So, instead of
simply studying what other people have written about a topic, students are able to
compile their own text, incorporating the results of their own empirical research as well
as what they take from published sources. But, more important, they are encouraged to
start by posing their own questions and putting forward their own tentative theories for
discussion and comment by others. Since their network is linked to the internet, they are
also able to contact people beyond the classroom who are interested in the topics they are
investigating and to seek reactions to their questions and developing theories.

Karen had read an article describing CSILE and was intrigued by its possibilities
for supporting the kind of inquiry-oriented work she promoted in her classroom.
However, as her school did not have the necessary network of computers, she had to find
an alternative and less costly ‘technology’. Her solution was both cheap and very
effective. She cleared a large noticeboard on one wall of her classroom to serve as the
equivalent of the computer database and waited for an appropriate opportunity to launch
her idea.

This soon came, in the course of a curriculum unit of light. Her grade eight students
were experimenting with pairs of mirrors touching along one edge. They quickly
discovered that if they looked into one of the mirrors and gradually decreased the angle
between them, the number of reflected images progressively and rapidly increased. One
student became quite excited and announced that if he brought the two mirrors
completely together there would be an infinite number of reflections between them.
Others immediately disagreed, counter-arguing that there would be no reflections at all.

Karen saw her opportunity and asked the first student to write his observation and
proposed explanation on a Post-it note and pin it to the noticeboard. She then invited
other students to add their comments and alternative explanations. Within minutes, the
first notes were posted and, over the next two days, some 40 more were added to the
board, some signed and some anonymous. Arguments for both positions - a very large
number of reflections, or none at all —were initially almost equally forthcoming.
However, those who believed there would be no reflections at all finally succeeded in
persuading their opponents through the cogency of the arguments that they used to
support their position.

This was the inauguration of the ‘Knowledge Wall’ and, thereafter, it played a
central role in many curricular units in Karen’s classroom. Typically, after some initial
exploration of the topic, the class brainstormed the questions they thought most worth
pursuing and these questions were posted on the knowledge wall. Students then selected
the questions they were most interested in researching and added their findings, theories



Gordon Wells: Dialogic learning 81

and further questions to the knowledge wall as the principal means of pursuing their
inquiries. From time to time, whole class discussions were held orally to make
connections between the different issues being investigated and to reflect on their
significance.

The following sequence of notes is taken from a year later when, for the first time,
the knowledge wall was used in the study of history. It occurred in a unit on the Causes
and Consequences of the Black Death in Medieval Europe in a class of grade six and
seven ‘gifted’ students that Karen was then teaching. In the materials made available,
some students had been intrigued by references to, and illustrations of, protective
clothing worn by doctors. As the following posted notes show, the students used
conjecture, evidence from published material and reasoning to attempt to construct a
satisfying answer to their question.

Question: Why did an odd bird figure in a cloak protect doctors?

(referring to an image from a history book showing a doctor clad in leather

and wearing a beak mask that makes him look like a bird)

lan: 1 don't have a total answer for this, but the paragraph underneath the
picture says that the bird mask is to filter out the polluted air, and the
wand is to heal patients. Don't ask me why he/she wears a leather cloak.

Eren: If what this guy is wearing is a mask, it might have actually helped him stay
healthy.

Alec: This is good lan, but why a bird/man/penguin?

Justin: At the end of the caption of the bird figure, in quotes, it claims, "doctors

hoped to avoid the contagion by looking more like a crow than a man”. Can
anybody try to clarify the quote?

Alec: Why a crow?

Suzanne:  People probably wanted to be birds because they saw that the birds
weren't dying. This is because birds don't get fleas and fleas caused
the Black Death.

Matt: 1t was not the bird figure protecting the doctors like a god, but it is a
form of disease proof clothing. The beak is an early form of gas mask,
the cloak of heavy leather. The wand is _for soothing the patients.
The doctor is covered from head to toe, therefore keeping out the disease.

Ray: Theoretically, the birdlike cloak thing might prevent the fleas from
getting to the doctors skin, thus giving the individual the plague. The
cloak was basically a shield.

Suzanne:  This could and probably is true, but I doubt the people of the

time knew that.
Jon: 1 think it is a witch doctor because of what he is wearing.
Justin: 1t is just a doctor dressed in leather wearing an early edition of

a gas mask. More like a doctor wearing a shield from the fleas.
Suzanne:  But Justin, the doctor didn't KNOW that fleas cause the disease,

therefore he couldn't have been wearing it for protection. That's

why I agree with Jon that yes, the doctor probably is a witch doctor.
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The bird suit only had a spiritual meaning.

Justin: 1 didn't say that he/she knew. [ mean that the doctor was using
the leather as a shield.
Ray: The birdlike figure of a god worked. Scientifically speaking, it

protected the wearer by preventing the fleas from reaching the skin.
1t had religious value too. The power of the costume prevented the
virus from taking over. COMBINATION

Some guy who lived in a town saw his friends dropping like flies.
He then decided to cover himself up with lots of clothes. He put
clothes on that made him look like a bird. Some doctors noticed he
didn't get the plague and thought it was a spirit who protected you
when you wore the clothes. But what they didn't know is that it
stopped the fleas from getting to you. Question solved

Justin: Did the odd bird figure protect doctors? What is your source?
How did these people have the technology when they did not know
the cause?

Brad: No Justin, the bird man didn't protect doctors. It was the fact that

all of their skin was covered and no fleas or rats could pass the
disease on to them.

Colin: Brad, I must agree, with their bird suits on, the fleas infecting the
patient could not penetrate the skin, spreading the disease.

Ray: The reason that they thought the suit protected was spiritual. The
reason it actually protected them was that it kept the fleas off them.
Please reread my previous notes.

Alec: This is crazy. It keeps going from spiritual focus to just plain
protection and shield edge. Let us first try and get which one is
correct. Maybe they're both right. [ don't know.

Justin: It's not crazy. It keeps on doing that because we are arguing
over spiritual and protection. They are both right because the doctor
thought it was spiritual, but it was a shield.

Alec: Well put, Justin. I now understand why it keeps going. Thanks.

Amanda:  Maybe that was what doctors wore all the time anyway.

Brad: Amanda, I really truly doubt that doctors wore that all the time

because I remember reading something that said those costumes
were first used during the Black Death.

There can be little doubt that the written mode in which this discussion was
conducted contributed both to its responsivity - students picking up and responding to
previous contributions - and to its progressive nature (i.e. working towards an acceptable
explanation). Of particular interest, in this respect, is the exploration of the relationship
between behavior, beliefs and scientific theory: “How did these people have the
technology when they did not know the cause?,” asks Justin. If one adopts an entirely
rational perspective on the motivation of human action, this is a real problem for the
explanation that has been proposed. However, as Ray explains and reiterates (“Please
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reread my previous notes.”), an action can be correctly believed to be efficacious, even if
the supposed explanation is erroneous. Indeed, as he might have added, many folk
remedies involving natural herbs have been equally effective, despite what now seem
quite bizarre proposed explanations of their healing powers.

This was not the first use made of the ‘knowledge wall’; as already explained,
Karen had previously put it to good use in the study of scientific topics (Hume, 2001). In
this example, however, we can see that it is also an effective tool for inquiry in subjects
which less easily lend themselves to empirical tests of alternative hypotheses. It seems,
therefore, that what makes the knowledge wall so effective is that, although differently in
different subject disciplines, it enables its users to exploit the composition of written texts
as a means of making visible their growing understanding of the topic they are
addressing. In this respect, the students’ progressive contributions to the making of an
answer to the initial question constitute a very clear example of the value of an
‘improvable object’ (as illustrated in figure 2 above) in facilitating collaborative
knowledge building.

However, this is not to argue that writing supersedes oral discussion. In all
classrooms in which this sort of written discussion occurs, participants also talk with
each other about notes already posted and those they are thinking of writing.
Nevertheless, something more is involved when the contribution is made in writing.
Unlike speech, writing leaves a record of the activity involved - an object that can be
returned to at leisure, and then reconsidered and improved through revision or response
(Lotman, 1988).

Creating the Conditions for Dialogue

The arguments for the value of learning and teaching through dialogic knowledge
building have been developed at length above as well as in a number of recent works (e.g.
Alexander, 2006; Mercer, 1995; Nystrand, 1997) and can be aptly summarized in the
aphoristic statement that, whether in school or out, “knowledge is constructed and
reconstructed in the discourse between people doing things together” (Franklin, 1996).
When this insight is fully appreciated in the classroom, there is the potential for three
important features to work together synergistically.

First, when students are given the opportunity to participate in collaborative
problem solving they recognize that their contributions are consequential for the decision
that is jointly constructed over successive turns. Where this affects their control over
future actions it is easy to see why they are keen to express their opinions. But, as in the
two extracts above, this motivation can be extended to topics of a more impersonal and
abstract nature. What seems to be important in either case is, first, that participants are
invested in the outcome of the discourse and, second, that the outcome is not
predetermined in advance.
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The second feature is the collaborative nature of the enterprise. While competition
can certainly be a motivator for cooperation (Hatano and Inagaki, 1991), it seems that
there is an equal, if not greater, satisfaction to be gained through working with peers
toward a jointly achieved outcome. Not only does this “interthinking”, as Mercer calls it
(Littleton & Mercer, 2013), harness the social orientation of students’ interests, but it
enables them to achieve together more than any of them individually could have achieved
alone. Furthermore, as (Dewey, 1916) argued, such early participation in collaborative
decision making is essential for the maintenance of a society that claims to be
democratic.

However, in the long term, the greatest benefit of collaborative knowledge
building is the reciprocal development of understanding by individuals as well as the
group. As Vygotsky (1981) noted, “the individual develops into what he/she is through
what he/she produces for others” and it is in the effort to formulate our ideas for others
that we most effectively clarify them for ourselves. This can be seen happening in both
the extracts above. But, as Bakhtin (1986) argued, the effort to fully comprehend the
utterance of another also involves uptake and an active, if only incipient, movement
toward giving a response. It is therefore both in the act of “saying” and also in that of
responding to “what is said” by others that individuals actively participate in the building
of a common understanding and simultaneously extend and refine their own (Wells,
1999).

Committed to trying to create communities of dialogic learning, the DICEP group
spent several of our early meetings in tentatively trying to formulate the conditions that
we believed to be necessary for true dialogue to develop in the classroom. The following,
at least, seemed to be essential:

e The topic under discussion must already be, or progressively become, of interest

to the participants

¢ Individual students must have opportunities to contribute opinions, suggestions,

observations or experiences that they want to share and believe to be related to
the topic

e Others must be willing to listen attentively and critically

e All participants should be able to discuss whether and in what ways different

contributions are relevant

e The teacher must share control with students as well as the right to evaluate

contributions.

However we soon realized that, for these conditions to be achieved, we needed to
think more carefully about the way in which the curriculum is organized in terms of
subjects, and learning objectives.

As discussed earlier, there has been an increasing trend at national and state levels
to conceptualize learning and teaching in schools in terms of standards for each subject
that are typically formulated in the form of statements of what all students are required to
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know and be able to do at each age or grade level. Clearly, some of the aims of the move
towards standardization are to be welcomed, such as the attempt to create equity of
opportunity for all students as well as the concern to prepare students to participate
effectively in the technology-dependent contemporary international economy. However,
both the abstract and decontextualized form in which the standards are stated as well as
their sheer number tends to lead to the compartmentalization of topics, both within and
across subjects, and to the likelihood that many teachers will rely on textbooks and
externally constructed teaching materials rather than agentively developing teaching
plans and materials appropriate to their own specific context. And to achieve the latter,
what this means is that the processes of learning and teaching must be rooted in the lives,
interests and concerns of the students — and the communities from which they come — and
they must be experienced as relevant for their present and envisaged future lives. It
follows, therefore, that the curriculum needs to be co-constructed by teacher and students
together.

One potentially helpful way to think about constructing the curriculum in
collaboration with students is for the teacher to see her or his responsibility in terms of
two overarching but complementary roles. The first is the role of Manager, which she or
he must perform as an employee of the District or State Educational Authority. This role
involves being conversant with and enacting the mandated curriculum. At the same time,
it also involves being conversant with and responsive to the history, concerns and values
of the students and the local community. However, there is also a third aspect of the
teacher’s managerial role, which is to act in the light of her or his beliefs and values as
well as personal knowledge and skills. Taking all these components into account, the
Teacher as Manager creates a tentative plan of action —that she or he believes will meet
all the above responsibilities and, as one outcome, equip the students to perform well on
the eventual externally imposed summative assessment.

Key to performing this managerial role successfully is the selection of a Theme for
the prescribed curriculum unit. Theme differs from topic in that, while a topic tends to be
a statement of what is to be learned, a theme is more likely to take the form of a question
to which the answer is not predetermined. For example, in grade four in my state, one
specified math topic is to know the meaning of Area and Perimeter and to be able to
calculate them for given dimensions. In a particular grade four class in which I was
researching together with the teacher, the corresponding theme the teacher chose was
‘How would you like to arrange your own room at home? How would you decorate it?’
Early in the discussion that followed this ‘launch’ of the theme, several children talked
about having to share a room with siblings and how they resolved (or failed to resolve)
the inevitable problems to which this occasionally gave rise. Then they discussed the
furniture they would like to have in their ideal room and the sort of floor and wall
covering they would choose.

This preliminary discussion ended with a number of relevant topics to be
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investigated, such as how much room would a bed or desk occupy, how much carpet
would be required, how much wallpaper or paint, and the children formed groups
according to which feature seemed most important to them. But, as each group would be
involved in taking measurements and calculating perimeter and area, the teacher first
asked each child, as a practical preliminary, to measure the length and width of the
classroom table at which he or she was sitting, to draw a scale plan of it, and then to
measure and calculate its perimeter and area. Later, when each member of the group had
arrived at the answer to this ‘challenge’ and, as a group, had compared and recalculated
their individual results where necessary, they investigated the more difficult problem of
how much their projected feature would cost by consulting the price charts that the
teacher had obtained from the relevant suppliers.°

Meanwhile, as the children worked on their chosen projects, the teacher enacted the
second overarching role — that of Teacher as Facilitator. First, he circulated around the
groups, observing their actions and listening to their conversations. Using this form of
‘formative assessment,” he provided appropriate assistance to individuals where
necessary and, on some occasions, engaged in an ‘instructional conversation’ with the
whole group about an issue with which they seemed to be having difficulty. Second, at
the end of several sessions he also had whole class discussions about what the different
groups were learning, what helpful strategies they had discovered, both with respect to
their projects and to their ways of working together collaboratively. In this way, he
invited them to engage in self-assessment and, in the light of their individual and shared
reflections, to modify their further actions as they saw to be necessary. Finally, using all
the information he thus obtained about what, for the students, was the ‘experienced
curriculum,” he made modifications to his original planned curriculum in order better to
achieve his overall intentions for the students’ learning.

While I hope this example has shown the value of a theme in opening up space for
dialogue when working within a highly structured curriculum, it certainly should not be
seen as a blueprint for how a teacher should proceed in fulfilling her or his
responsibilities as manager and facilitator: when and how to intervene to ensure that all
are making progress and that the needs of each individual student are being met; when to
provide direct instruction and when to build on students’ contributions; how to ensure an
appropriate balance of individual, group, and whole class activity; and how to evaluate
the learning that is taking place. Given the diversity of schools, teachers, and
communities and the differences between subject areas and grade level expectations,
there can be no one best way to teach; a teacher’s decisions must necessarily be
dependent on his or her interpretation of the total situation. Nevertheless, I believe that

® An equally successful curriculum unit on area and perimeter could have been organized around the
cultivation of different areas in the school garden, or around the differential allocation of portions of the
asphalted playground for the various games the children like to play.
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the approach just outlined is a tool that can help any teacher to think about how best to
facilitate the learning of the students for whom she or he is responsible.’

Extending the Dialogue

One of the most important discoveries the DICEP group made as we met each
month and communicated in between meetings by email was how much we gained from
our time together, presenting our individual inquiries, listening and responding to those of
others and identifying potentially generalizable insights about the conditions that made it
more likely that profitable dialogue would develop. Equally important was our decision
to begin to share our discoveries through joint presentations to other teachers at
conferences and through contributing to Networks, an online journal for teacher research
that we started. As with working on other kinds of improvable object, the value to us of
preparing these kinds of presentation was in the dialogue through which we attempted to
clarify our thoughts and to make them explicit in coherent spoken or written text. And, in
the process, we came to understand better how the same could be true for our students if
they really cared about the topic they were investigating.

The practice of teachers forming support groups, within or across schools, to
explore ways of enriching their curriculum or of adopting a more dialogic approach to
learning and teaching in their classrooms is not new. Many encouraging reports by
teacher researchers have been published in books (e.g Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993;
Hubbard & Power, 2003; Norman, 1992) and online journals (e.g Networks). In such
teacher research groups, members share ideas about how to create a dialogic community,
how to support their position when putting forward a controversial point of view, and
how to help students make connections between their participation in class discussions
and their individual reading and writing, At the same time they gain confidence in their
own ability to systematically try out new approaches, to modify them as necessary, and to
share their experiences with their colleagues and, in due course, with wider audiences
beyond their own school. In these ways, they not only help their own students to benefit
from the opportunities that schooling offers, but they also act as advocates for the power
of dialogue as a major means of learning at all levels of education.
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Working with Youth at Risk: An Appreciative Approach

Bjorn Hauger and Ingebjgrg Meeland

Our school, the Arbeidsinstitutt in Buskerud (AIB), offers training opportunities

for youth at the secondary school level. Over 170 students participate each year, drawing
from the four municipalities in Buskerud County. The majority of these youths are
encouraged to transfer to AIB by municipal support services. Many of the young people
seem without direction or ambition. Some have made the “wrong” educational choices,
some are tired of school or do not feel they fit in at school for various reasons; still others
have problems with drugs or arrive with psychiatric diagnoses. These youth can also
apply directly to the AIB through the normal school application process and make use of
the gap year as a period of clarification without losing their right to secondary education.
Secondary schools also use AIB as an alternative learning arena for students who are
otherwise failing or are maladapted to the public school regimen. There is a continuous
intake of students over the entire school year.
' AIB has several workshops that focus on practical training
related to parts of the national school curriculum. The use of
school and work placements throughout the year is designed
around the individual student's needs. Many students take
part in several different workshops and in different work
placements during the year. In the educational workshop the
students can improve their skills in Norwegian, English,
Mathematics and in other subjects. The purpose of the
workshops is to clarify, motivate and prepare the youths for
continued schooling and employment.

AIB is mainly financed by the County and with some support from the
Municipalities. The national Department of Education supported AIB during 2010 -2012
for a project named “More knowledge about sow to do it’? They wanted AIB to: 1)

spread the strength based way of thinking and working to schools in Norway 2) to qualify
youths to lead appreciative inquiry processes and 3) to continue the development work
with appreciative inquiry in AIB. The main goal was to enrich the learning culture in
schools for all learners, to make sure students learn as much as possible, to increase
motivation for more learning, and to prevent drop-outs
(Sjong and Tanggaard, 2013).

AIB was chosen as one of four organizations to
receive financial support from the Norwegian Crown
Prince Hékon Magnus and Princess Mette Marit
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foundation for year 2011-2013. The intention was to support projects that integrated
youth actively into our society. It was a big honor for AIB to be recognized in this way
and we were most humbled and grateful. The economic support has given AIB new and
significant possibilities for spreading strengths based forms
of education.

This work has been so successful that the Crown Prince
Couple has chosen to continue its cooperation agreement
. with AIB. The goal for this two-year period (2015-2016) is
that youth and coworkers in AIB will tour around the
country in order to research the best learning stories with
youth attending other schools and at the same time introduce strength-based tools to
teachers, managers and students.

An Assertive Approach to School Drop-out: The Value Base
Working to prevent student drop-out in secondary schools has been an important
area of focus for all schools and is included in the government's policy for reducing
poverty in Norway. Even though the consequences of dropping out of secondary school
are not necessarily negative for all students, Markussen (2010) shows that:
e Young people who leave secondary school early have difficulty holding
down jobs
e They are much more likely to become unemployed
e They are seldom given job opportunities other than those in industries
sensitive to economic fluctuations, and with poor pay and poor work
environments
In other words, dropping out of school contributes to social inequality. Social
problems are also a contributing factor to school drop-out. We know that the most drop-
outs occur among students who apply under special conditions (for example those with
learning disabilities), students with minority backgrounds, and those who have substance
abuse problems and/or psychiatric issues (Baklien, Bratt and Gotaas 2004).
What can the school and social services do to prevent at-risk students dropping
permanently out of school and work life? When the school and relevant support systems
confront students who are tired of school, who have poor attendance, or who abuse drugs
or alcohol, it is natural to try to uncover the reasons for their problems, and to search for
the right programs to help. This paper will describe an alternative and more assertive way
of dealing with these problems. Recent research in positive psychology suggests that if
one is to succeed in making profound changes in established behavioural patterns, one
must abandon the frame or perspective at the base of negative thought patterns. This does
not mean that one should overlook the problems with which the student struggles at
school, or that which is failing in the schools themselves. However, in our view, one must
work with the problems in a more assertive way.
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The origins of our more assertive approach can be
traced to a long period of developmental work at our school.
The work began in 2005 with the development of a national
educational policy for training. Based on the educational
platform, AIB established five core values, and in
Norwegian language each value starts with the letter T; we
call it the 5T model and it is central to us. In English, the
values are: Well-being, Belonging, Trust, Credibility, and
Availability. We search for means of communicating these
concepts constantly, in words and action. As we found, it is important that those involved
decide together which values characterize their activities. The most important thing is to
have the objectives and competency to transform the desired ideal into reality. Shared

understanding, communication and common approaches all contribute to the persistent
facilitation of this work.

Through this work, AIB created its educational platform. It is a platform that
devotes principle attention to the individual student, and contributes to making the
ordinary school day good for all students. For example, the sheer fact of helping the
student to be present at the school is particularly effective at getting them to remain in
school. School absences become a kind of coping strategy for the student, leading to
subsequent drop-out. Confronted with overwhelming absence, dropping out becomes a
'reasonable' choice writes Buland and Havn (2007).

Through this development work, we have relied importantly on Appreciative
Inquiry processes. The staff and leaders were able to experience how appreciative
processes create new energy in the organization,
contribute to building better relations among the staff,
and result in people setting more ambitious goals
(Hauger and Nesje, 2006). It was on the basis of these
experiences that AIB chose to use the same approach in
their daily encounters with students. It is from this
approach that we derived the practical methods for
student talks discussed below. A very important factor
in the development work has been adopting an appreciative approach at all levels of the
organization.

It has been incredibly exciting and motivating to have us all involved in our
training and educational practices using an appreciative orientation. A core group of Al
coordinators/change agents has led the work and developed means of distributing the
leading process. Most AIB departments have attained a common language and employ
common tools. During the last two years the students have become increasingly involved
as equal learners an all levels of the organization, and during the years transformative
change has been realized (Bushe, 2010).
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All the staff in AIB still has - after nearly ten years of continuous development
work with Al - the will and energy to try new ways of thinking and communicating. The
engagement and enthusiasm, with its ups and downs, is now fully supported. We continue
to dream and develop. Especially important are generative questions. Such questions
must be as clear and challenging as possible. The learners find it very interesting and also
quite fun to work with questions like: “What do we take for granted?” and, “If something
happens that we can’t even think of now, it is bigger or more spectacular than you could
dream of,- what could it be? What would you like to tell about then?” As one of our
teachers commented:

[ think that the mood among the colleagues and youth is completely different now.
The entire atmosphere is much more positive. This schooling has worked for
everyone. I think we expect slightly more from them. It is a completely different
way to work, the way we talk to them, the way we ask them about things as well. I
think they are made more aware.

With this value base in hand, we now share specific practices stimulated by these
values. Our major focus is on Appreciative Student Talks. However, nestled within these
talks are the more specific tools of the Road Map and the Tree Method. Let us describe
each in turn.

Appreciative Student Talks

Buskerud County adopted an action plan in autumn 2007 to prevent drop-out and
improve continuation in secondary school learning. The AIB was awarded funding to
prepare a method book about the potential in student talks and career planning based on a
strength-based approach. This is to replace the long established problem based approach
to change. AIB chose to go with an action research approach in this work, and the book
was ready in 2008 (M@land and Hauger, 2008). Rather than an end of the work, this
marked the beginning of a continuing developmental work. The fruits of our work are
represented in appreciative student talks. We see this as an important tool for recruiting
and keeping the youths in formal education, and making it possible for them to realize
their goals. Close follow-up and continuous contact with parents/guardians and support
agencies is included as a natural and important part of the work. It is important to make

sure that everybody collaborates in order to support the students in achieving their goals.
Very significant in the development of appreciative student talks was a 1990
article by David Cooperrider and Suresh Srivastva,"Positive image, positive action: The
affirmative basis for change". In it they present the idea that human systems move
themselves towards images of the future. With a basis in medical research as well as
research in psychology, anthropology and sports psychology, they argue that future plans
have a lot of influence on the potential for change. The ideas we have of our future
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influence the actions we take now. This is to suggest that we ought to be very aware of
the mental images we have of our future. In Appreciative Inquiry this idea includes
“dreaming” of a positive future, and then designing specific steps to realize this future. In
Winston Churchill’s words: "We shape our buildings; thereafter they shape us". When an
architect designs a house, he/she must include the load-bearing elements which will make
the house stand. In career planning, we allow students to shape and create the building
blocks and load-bearing elements which are necessary to realize a dream.

At the beginning of a programme or in the very first talk with a student. We
introduce what might be called “dream talk.” Sometimes it takes several talks for the
student to manage to clarify his or her future dream in relation to career and work. We
express clearly from the first talk that the first aim for the student is to decide on a career
path or profession. After the career plan has been started, we follow with a clarification
stage in which specific goals are generated and target dates established. During this stage

The talks are connected to the roadmap method, to be
described below. The dream is described normally as a long-
term goal in a career plan and the smaller sub-goals ("steps") can
be added in accordingly. During periods when a student is
lacking motivation, a "dream visit" can help to re-focus. There
are, of course, youths who do not stick to one dream over this
time, but we presume this to be natural and shift with the student
accordingly. We write up the new dream, and see it all as a
continuing clarification process for the student.

This method can be used in a class with all pupils
together or in individual talks. Our experiences have showed us it is particularly suited to
those youths who don't know what they want to do with their lives. To be able to see the

connection between training and the meaning it has for achieving their own goals, gives
increased motivation for learning. Even though some don't have the foggiest idea what
they want to do, most have at least an idea of where they think they want to live, and
what they want to do in their free time. In order to live alone and have good friends, they
will be dependent on having an income. It is therefore important to talk with these youths
about how they imagine themselves doing this - and create a mental image of a good and
exciting future. The point of all this clarification is that their education becomes clearer
and their motivation grows. Teachers and students obtain a common picture of what the
student will work towards, which builds trust and good relations.

Using appreciative interviews involves the youth and sets a positive focus. The
instructor must create an atmosphere of complete trust and confidence. By showing an
interest in the student as a person, asking about the future, friends, hobbies and not just
about school, builds confidence and gives the instructor insight into more of the student's
capabilities. Many students are able to say a lot about how they want things to be in 3-4
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years. It is important to write it down exactly the way the student tells it, and show that
you appreciate the student. Look into what they mean with the words they use to get the
clearest possible picture of what they want.

Students who reply with "dunno", "I wasn't the one who decided I should be here"
or "that's got nothing to do with you/it's none of your business", are challenging, and a
more creative approach is required. A good start can be to ask "do you think you'll be
living at home in three years?" The follow-up "where do you think you'll live then?" can
be redeeming. The answer that they'll be living in a flat or apartment usually follows
quickly and the conversation is underway. "What would it be like there? What does your
living room look like for example? Do you have a car?" To investigate and create these
images together with the youths can stimulate some exciting conversations. It is both
interesting and important to write down what is said. These images fill out parts of the
dream and are written at the top of the roadmaps. If the career description is vague, write
down key words that are mentioned, such as "something to do with cars".

Student talks do not necessarily have to take place in an office or classroom.
Sometimes it is easier to talk in a car, in a garden field or while we are going for a walk.
What is expressed can be written down afterwards. It is also important to take the youth's
dream very seriously. To give the student a reality check by saying "maybe that's not
really right for you" quickly kills any initiative. Trust that the process itself, with student
talks and career planning over time will help the youth themselves understand and adjust
their plan. This requires however that the instructor is completely present the whole time,
listening and asking guiding questions which encourage the student's reflection.

Our work has shown how appreciative student talks can be used to help students
create a career plan to reach their own goals, or achieve something important in their
lives. It also shows how that this approach can be used in preventative work. The
approach helps youths who are in risk zones to gain maturity, and can give a constructive
direction to their lives. Let us give an example:

An instructor at the AIB talks about one of the course participants exploring a
career plan:

The girl is very clear about what she doesn't want to do, but has little idea about

what she would actually consider doing. The talk takes time. The focus is on what

the girl doesn't want or can't see herself doing."

According to the staff at the Arbeidsinstitutt this is a typical situation. They meet
students who have little self-confidence and who do not contribute much in their
conversations with the adults. It is often the teacher who has to "drag it out" of the
student. This is usually so in the beginning of the conversation. The way that the student
involves herself is to talk about what she doesn't want to do. The student underestimates
her own competency and her own resources. Neither does the student have any idea about
what she wishes or wants to do. The teacher tells how the conversation moves slowly.
But in the course of it the teacher shifts the focus:
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I ask where she sees herself in five years. The question comes unexpectedly for the
student and she needs to think about it. But after a while she begins to tell how she
wants an apartment or a house which is out in the country. She sees herself driving

a car because of the remote location. "It could well be a Volvo" , she says. "I would

also like to have at least one dog".

In the course of the conversation "we set a good tone and a good understanding of
each other", explains the teacher. What is it that triggers this change? It is the new
questions that the teacher poses to the student during the talk, questions that explore the
students’ strengths, her hopes and dreams. At the AIB we have learned to shift a
conversation from having a negative focus to having a positive focus. With the student's
dream as the starting point, the teacher and student together can work towards finding
concrete approaches to take. The teacher explains:

For example we could start with the process of obtaining a driver's license - or

totally concrete things which she herself had to figure out to get herself in work and

to start looking for jobs.

For many of the teachers and instructors it has been a discovery that even the quiet,
insecure and immature students can have many dreams about their future. Those at the
Arbeidsinstitutt tell how these appreciative student talks make students "become more
open and motivated during every talk". Furthermore, they explain how using positively
directed communication can contribute to the youths achieving their goals more easily.

One of the teachers sums up his experiences with the use of this method in his work
with a boy who lacks motivation and is absent a great deal because of his social
background.

He dares to show more of himself, he has begun to take the first small steps

towards his dream. His attendance has dramatically improved; he has begun at an

educational workshop. He sat in on classes for one day at high school. It has made

the clarification part simpler and quicker."

The example above points towards the core of appreciative student

talks: Conversations that have an exclusively positive focus. The goal is to find out what
the student is capable of and is good at, what they dream of achieving - and how they can
use the resources available to them to get there. Appreciative student talks can be used
both during guidance talks with “ordinary” school students, and in work which follows
up those students who for various reasons struggle at school. As another teacher tells us:

What I see, is that it becomes much more real and you can help create the path they
take to get there. And that we set up small goals all the time. I wasn't really good at
doing that before, but now I see what they dream about achieving. And often I think
it's really realistic. They want normal things, it's nothing unrealistic. And we can
start helping them earlier than we could before, because now we have a likely
target.
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The Roadmap in Appreciative Student Talks

One of the main goals for appreciative student talks is that the youths create a plan
for how to realize their dreams and goals. The dream should function as a compass that
gives life direction. Students therefore need to acquire skills in seeing the relationship
between the dream and the actual actions that will carry them towards their dream.

With the instructor or guide contributing to the youths realizing their goals, new
and exciting opportunities and challenges open up in their work. The teacher and student
find out about the student's interests, successes, strengths and dreams through
conversations. Behind all of these conversations lie career goals to be drawn up. It can be
anything from furniture builder, doctor, or car mechanic to chef. For many students there
is a long way to go before they get there. The big goal is broken down into small steps.
Then important milestones can be marked out for celebration once reached.

In AIB we have learned that it is a very effective planning tool for all the learners to
have a visual roadmap on the wall. The same experiences with use of roadmaps and
appreciative talks are shared by those working with organization development (Hauger et
al 2008). The advantage with the roadmap is that it doesn't end up in a drawer or on a
shelf under piles of paper.

From positive psychology research we know that people with clear goals and aims
in their life are happier than those without. Big goals with visionary characteristics draw
out extra resources from people working to realize their plan. If one is to succeed, one
must transfer big aims into smaller steps. The concept of stepping is used to describe a
way of working to achieve a large goal by breaking it down into much smaller goals (or
sub-goals). In our experience, this is a skill that needs to be learned. By using the
roadmap method, we practice these skills. The smaller steps are clarified, with students
increasingly able to see the steps individually, often in the form of mental images. When
these sub-goals are accomplished and celebrated, new energy and motivation is created.
This is why celebration is an important part in the roadmap process.

In AIB the roadmaps are displayed on the walls of the classroom or workshop.
Both the students and the instructors are constantly reminded of the direction and goal
they are heading towards. In student talks, appreciative interviews are used to find which
strengths and competency the students have, and which can be used in working towards
their goals. Concrete actions that students can take, and supportive measures from the
teacher, parents and others involved, are all noted down in the plan. Target dates and
evaluation are written in.

If students are to achieve their goal and sub-goals, they must also learn how to
tackle obstacles and solve problems that they encounter along the way. It is worthwhile to
look at situations where the youths have displayed some level of problem solving/coping.
We look into these situations and try to find exactly what the youths did effectively. In
this way the youths have to define obstacles and identify and activate strengths to get
through or around these obstacles. To help the students visualize themselves as they
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overcame an obstacle, one can ask questions such as "how did you rely on others around
you?" or "in what way was it that your Mum was able to help you?". As one of our 16
year old students, Daniel, reports:

1 feel like I've learnt so much from the roadmap. Every time I come up with a goal,

I put it on there. What motivates me to get my goals is that when we do, we have a

little party. That's my motivation. It's also pretty good to have something to work

towards. The roadmap has been like, the best way to learn that. I feel like the
roadmap has helped me so, so much.

The Roadmap method visualizes students' goals, what to do, when and with whom,
and features celebrations of successes along the way. Sensitive information is of course
not put into the Roadmap. Youths recognize that they own the roadmap and the goals that
are on it. It can be a living document where dreams and goals can be adjusted according
to what comes up. The visual roadmap makes it easier to hold continuity and direct
attention to the goals, and the way dreams are transformed into concrete actions. During
student talks, what the student has done and what he/she plans to do about reaching
his/her goals is reflected on. This way, the student is trained in looking at where his/her
strengths lie and how he/she can consciously use these to learn more, and so to influence
their own future. These are processes that lead to development.

Turning to the details, making the roadmap on blank, ordinary paper with a
marker has had a good effect. We put the date of the conversation at the bottom of the
paper and draw a timeline all the way up the paper, ideally about 1.5 metres. The dream
is written at the top. This can also be written in question form; "what would it take for me
to..?". Many students want to write it down themselves, but it can also be effective to
show that the teacher has been listening and that he/she writes instead.

In a student talk about a career plan, the instructor often speaks about the dream
which lies in the future. When the student succeeds in reaching a sub-goal, the reasons
for success are mapped out. These reasons can include receiving help from others, or
their own actions or ways of thinking. These documented reasons for success can be
brought up at later opportunities when things get tough and sub-goals seem unattainable.
When discouraged, the student should be asked to talk about their dream to try to increase
motivation again. It is important not to have too many sub-goals at the same time. In the
conversations about which goals to choose, the students can be encouraged to think
strategically - "what do you think is most important for you to do first?"

The roadmap method can also achieve good effect in areas such as reading skills,
and indeed, in any subject or life area where students wish to improve themselves.

The Tree Method

The tree exercise is useful for figuring out sub-goals (steps) and actions. After
having identified sub-goals, these are written at the lowest end of the timeline on the
Roadmap. The Tree exercise is based on three D’s in AI’s 4 D-model. If there is a
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problem, it should be rewritten as a wish (Dream), and the focus is shifted to what the
students would like. The desired situation is written into the trunk of the tree. This should
be worded in a short, concise manner. Then students are asked to tell a story about their
best experiences within this focus area (Discover). When the students have told their
stories, the teachers ask them to about possible reasons for these successes (Design). The
questions should be as open as possible and it is important to ask further, in-depth
questions, such as: What was it that led to...? Can you tell a little more about that? What
do you think made it like that for you?

At this stage it is important not to contribute with one’s own understanding or
answers, or to try to moralize. We need to be patient and wait for answers. Sometimes the
participants need time to think. The answers given by the students are filled in at the roots
of the tree and are called the energy-giving factors. A positive incident becomes a
root. Multiple examples from the students furnish a range of energy-giving factors; these
often build on each other. This accumulated impact can increased by continually asking:
What do you mean by? What was it that made that...? Through this process the students
can realize that they are competent and have the ability to create to achieve the goals they
set for themselves. Then the teacher asks a new question: How would it be if we could
have these energy-giving factors present every day - all the time? The answers are written
in the crown of the tree (Dream), and through this the students can envision how their
future could look. It is very important here to get the students to express what they see,
what they hear,
feel etc.

An Integrated Illustration
Here we try to illustrate the combined use of the tree method and road map in
appreciative interviewing. One of our instructors describes the process:
L initially asked if it was ok for the students and the other participants if the talk
could be done in a slightly different way, because I was learning and trying out
something new - a new method that the students could also use if they wanted. They
answered yes, and I went and got a big sheet of paper, rolled it out on the table,
and wrote the date on it with a big marker. I drew a line and said that the top of the
sheet is four years into the future. Then I asked the student: "How is your life going
to be in four years?" The answers came quickly:
"I am working, working in sales, have a family, kids, house, car and dog."
"How is your take on everything?"
"Good, have good friends."
"What does that mean?"
"Have stopped playing around."
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"That sounds good. So, you want to work to look after yourself, get a job so you can
get a house and car. Have control over your behavior so that you can have good
friends and a nice family life?

"Yeah, that would be cool, I'm managing alright now though you know..."

Then I shifted the direction of the conversation:

"We here at AIB want to help you manage to get all these things you're planning
on. That's why I want to be honest with you and say that right now, some others are
saying that you're not behaving how you should to get where you want to go. They
don't know how things are going to work out for you. We know that sometimes you
don't have full control and end up in serious trouble. We have to figure this out.
What will it take for you to have control over your aggression, and what will you
do when you get angry?"

"I guess I have to stay calm...”

"It's not as if you get so angry every time either, you usually don't actually, so we
can talk about what you do when you don't get really angry?"

"I haven't been playing around lately though, have 17"

1 turned to the guardians who answered: "No, it's been going ok. He is good at
home, positive and hangs out with nice friends."

"That sounds good. What do you think is most important to do here at AIB these
first three weeks, so that people here will really believe that this is going to work
out?

"I've got to work on trust?"

"Yes, I think that's important. Have you worked at building up trust before?"
"Yep"

"Can you tell me about when you've done that?"

"Yeah, I was at a place where I had to be followed around everywhere. I had to
work on trust, to be allowed to be on my own."

"What did you do to build trust then? Is it ok if I draw a tree and write down what
you say? It might seem silly, but ['ve learned that it can be easier to see what we're
talking about then."”

Then the youth told the story about how he was allowed to be on his own, and
summed it up thus:

"I sucked up to the people working there"

"How did you do that?" "l was happy"

"What else did you do?"

"I did what I was told"

"Like what?"

"Like tidying, washing up"

"Did you do anything else?"

"Started doing the things I knew I was supposed to do"



Bjg¢rn Hauger and Ingebjgrg Maland: Working with Youth at Risk 103

"What happened then?"

"They were happy"

1 wrote this at the top of the tree, and asked, "Did you do anything else? Is there
anything else you can think of?" There ended up being many roots, and eventually 1
said: "Did you do all this?" and showed that I was impressed. "Yeah!" said the
youth and also seemed impressed and surprised. I responded, "Yeah, but I don't
call this sucking up, I call this building trust and what you told me now convinces
me that you CAN do it. You can, you only need to do it more. How do you think
things will be if you do more of this, how do you think people will react?" "They'll
be happy with me."

"Yes, do you think anything else will happen?"

"Everyone is just like, more easy-going"

[ continue asking and the youth gives me many answers that I write in the crown of
the tree. This creates a picture of how the youth could have things, and the
potential he has to achieve what he wants. I go on:

"Could you consider making trust the aim for these first three weeks?"

"Yeah, would do you mean?"

"Well, it's important that others here see that you are doing  things differently
now. Are there things here in the roots of the tree that you can do to show this?"
"Yeah, I can start smiling at people"

"Anything else?"

"Say hey"

"Anything else you would do?"

"Body language, I can be more like, awake. And maybe tidy up after myself'in the
cafeteria"”

"Is it ok if we put this up in your Roadmap?

"Yeah, whatever"

"I would really like to talk to you each week to see how it's going, and to take your
plan further. 1'd also like to hear how it's going in the different subjects too. Is that
ok?"

"Yeah, that's ok"”

"Then we'll set up the next meeting on the plan here, ok?"

Concluding Discussion
In this article we have raised the question of what a school can do to prevent “at
risk” students falling permanently out of school attendance and working life. Until now
the preventative work with this student group has been based on a defensive paradigm. At
the root of this paradigm lies an assumption that one can distribute youth along a scale on
which the well-functioning or clever are at one end and the poorly functioning at the
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other. Those who fall down to the negative end of the scale are viewed as a problem, or
as having a problem that “someone” should do something about.

At the Arbeidsinstitutt in Buskerud (AIB), we have chosen to apply a more
constructive and uplifting way of understanding and meeting these youth. We have been
concerned to develop a school in which all the students can reach their potential. In order
to find out how we can create such a school we have applied Appreciative Inquiry (Al) as
an action research strategy. Such a strategy begins by involving all employees in
examining the situations in which the school functions at its best: learning situations in
which an unexpected quantity of learning interest and feelings of coping and mastery are
created in students who have had a great deficit of such experiences. Through this
research we have found that examining and learning about these good examples also
changes the view of what these students have the capacity to achieve. We also found that
changing the conversations (the discourse) in the organization about the students
contributed at the same time to changing everyday conversations with the students.

Through the first Al process from 2005-2007 a new pedagogical platform for the
school was developed. This developmental work had an organizational focus. From 2007
— 2008 a new Al process was begun at the Working Institute. The focus was then on
relational cooperation with the students — and how the strength-based way of thinking
could be used in everyday conversations. This developmental work resulted in the
relational and strength-based conversation concept Acknowledging student conversations
(M@land and Hauger, 2008). AIB has worked with AI and strength-based tools on all
levels in the organization for over 10 years. The parallel processes have strengthened one
another reciprocally. We find that this has contributed to the further development of the
organization while all coworkers and eventually all the students have trained strength-
based relational skills continually.

The foundational structure in an acknowledging student conversation follows the
cycle of an Al process. When one, for example, uses the tool ‘strength tree’ it is the first
3 phases in an Al process that are followed: definition (focus on the best experiences),
discovery (examination of that which creates success and gives life) and conversations
about the dreams of the youth. In a road map conversation, one begins with the dream
before one works with different mental routes and small steps toward (realization of) the
goal.

We find that these tools have an empowering function in conversations with the
students. Conversations about own successes, strengths, dreams and hopes give the
students greater self-belief and the ability to develop more ambitious dreams for their
own lives. We also find that the concepts for the student conversations that we have
developed are simple for the students to understand. We see that many of the students
who have had (relational) training in the application of these ways of working experience
find it so meaningful for their own lives that they wish that “all youth” could experience
the same thing. Many of the youth have themselves entered into the role of trainer for
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other youth who wish to be acquainted with the method. In the course of one to two years
at the Working Institute, we have seen many students take the leap from seeing
themselves as “academically weak” to viewing themselves as “leaders”.

Today the concept of acknowledging student conversations has become part of the
institutionalized practice of the Arbeidsinstitutt. The tools have become an important
support structure for the establishment of a new relational — and strength-based — practice
in the everyday interaction with the students. We have found that conversations with the
youth about when they are at their most lively —about their strengths and dreams— open
up for more constructive possibilities for action both here and now, and in the future. We
believe that the practical usefulness of the tools is significant within ordinary schools and
in relational conversations with students who have lost belief in themselves and their
future opportunities.

Another important experience from The Working Institute is that the systematic use
of these tools has contributed to increasing the capacity of the entire organization for
cooperation with the students and all the students’ abilities to cooperate with their
teachers and the school as an organization. In recent years, AIB has begun to use the
acknowledging interview from the first school day and placed emphasis on identifying
one another’s strengths several times throughout the year. The experiences are that trust
and security are built more speedily now; yes, from the very first day we find that smiles
and laughter come more clearly forward and hugs are given freely. The youth are
involved in the direct running responsibility for AIB as soon as they start. This occurs
through participation in the weekly meetings with coworkers and through introduction
courses in strength-based thought processes and method tools in the course of the first
weeks. The experiences thus far are that the youth are very interested in contributing to
realizing AIB’s vision of the future.

In our modern society there is an array of barriers that hinder natural cooperation
between people. These barriers are maintained as ordinary by the language we use. The
concepts of teacher and student are examples of this. A teacher is to be understood as one
who possesses more valuable knowledge. The student is in the complementary role of
one who receives knowledge. Traditional student conversations in the school are based
on these complementary roles. Acknowledging conversations is a new concept that
invites students and teachers to transform these old roles — and establish new ones. In
order to support this we need also to develop new words and concepts for these new roles
and for what characterizes the new relations. At the Working Institute we have adopted
the concept of learning colleague in order to describe the new teacher-student roles. We
wish to effect that both parties — student and teacher — could be seen as two equivalent
learning partners. One of the aims of an acknowledging student conversation is to co-
create the best version of one another and the relation of which one is a part.

We also find that use of these tools does not merely change the lives of youth and
the relations between them and adults. We see that systematic use of these tools in the
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whole organization has contributed to transforming the whole Working Institute and
contributed to increasing the capacity for cooperation with the students in an array of new
areas. Let us look at one example: Spring 2014 there is a personnel meeting at the
Working Institute. Also youth are present. This is the first day following Easter break,
and the youth would normally have the day off from school (the employees have a
planning day). One of the youth present is participating actively in the work by
summarizing the experiences from the developmental work as viewed from a youth
perspective: “Here the kings and peasants are on the same level”, he says. By this he
means that there is no great difference between people. “Students and teachers are
together in a more equal way,” he explains. He is one who holds external and internal
lectures with teachers and leaders for the Working Institute. He has given presentations
for NHO, and at national conferences and regional gatherings for different groups of
professionals. He does not present only his own story but also communicates theory and
helps to train youth and adults in strength-based change methods.

Through acknowledging student conversations employees discover again and again
what fantastic resources these youth have —and what they miss out on if they do not
cooperate with the youth in as many areas as possible. This is why youth sit in the
management of the Working Institute for work on organizational development, why they
are invited to be part of meetings, are part of hiring meetings, participate actively as
cooperation partners in meetings with parents and are active in external courses and
conferences.
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Losing the “Lie’:
Teaching “Intro” from a Social Constructionist Position

Mary Gergen

The chapter discusses ways of approaching the teaching of introductory courses
from a social constructionist position, with a special focus on psychology. Basic texts in
psychology advocate a natural science model of inquiry as its foundation. Thus,
psychology should be produced and taught in the same way as other natural sciences. The
implausibility of this position is evident when one notes the numerous and conflicting
perspectives that inhabit the field. One sign of this conflictual landscape is the
incoherence of one chapter to the next in a traditional introductory psychology textbook.
Yet, for most instructors the challenge is to maintain the illusion of scientific unity while
teaching diverse sub-specialties, which include behaviorism, psychoanalysis, and
cognitive development, among many others. The pretense of declaring scientific truths,
no matter how incoherent one approach to psychology is from another, is what I call “the
Lie”. The tendency in teaching a basic course is to train students to learn the material in
each chapter, no matter how contradictory it is to the preceding one. This
autobiographical chapter deals with the issue of becoming honest, as opposed to
hypocritical, in presenting the diverse paradigms of psychology by using a social
constructionist metatheory. Psychology is not demonized, but redefined as a discipline
with multiple discourses. Other foundational courses share similar burdens, which a
social constructionist metatheory can relieve. The chapter also emphasizes the positive
potentials of regarding diverse discourses or paradigms as a source of strength, not error.
Ways of facilitating the course from a social constructionist position, including action
assignments, are also described.

Psychology: A Pot Pourri of Paradigms

Most college professors at one time or another are assigned to teach a course
labeled “Foundations of” — which purports to offer the elementary rules and rationales of
the discipline. Generally the underlying assumption is that these basic facts are the proper
underpinnings of the field, and should be learned as a catechism of this particular
cathedral of learning. In Introductory Psychology, the orienting assumption of the basic
text is that the study of human thinking and behavior is a scientific discipline, similar to
the natural sciences in terms of the proper ways to conduct one’s research and to
understand one’s field.
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The definition of psychology is centered on the notion that it is an empirical science
modeled on the natural sciences. Often students are presented with an image of
psychology as a body of knowledge that is unified, progressive and lawful. Yet, if one
closely examines recent introductory textbooks, one finds that the seeming unity is but a
thin facade covering over a diverse and potentially conflicting multiplicity.

To begin, there is not one, but at least two competing definitions of psychology.
One definition emphasizes that psychology is the study of the mind, or perhaps, since the
rise of neuropsychology, the brain. The other definition states that psychology is the
study of behavior, what people do, not what may be in their heads. This distinction is
never addressed, despite the opposing orientations it might suggest. On a practical level,
given the range of possible perspectives one can take within the field, it may not matter.
To confront the dichotomy in a classroom would muddy the seemingly clear waters of
scientific unity.

As for the range of perspectives, Introductory Psychology is composed of a
variety of quite distinct and often incompatible fields. Textbook chapters are stitched
together like a quilt, with each new chapter displaying a distinctively different pattern
from the others. Even more discretely, most chapters are themselves broken into smaller
patterns, so that each patch is itself a patchwork. Each square of the quilt has its own
design, with its own definitions, methods of inquiry, significant findings, and relevant
conclusions. One might consider the diversity among the biological, behavioral,
cognitive, cultural, social, personality and psychotherapeutic chapters. Each of these
chapters is developed on the basis of various theoretical positions, and in many instances
they are in direct conflict, both within and beside the other chapters. Although the
problem is writ large in introductory psychology, it is also evident in other psychology
courses.

In most introductory psychology textbooks the first chapter is an introduction that
explains that psychology is a proper science, akin to a natural science. In Psychology.: A
Concise Introduction by Richard A. Griggs, there is a recognition that there are
diversities of perspectives, but they are not in conflict, according to him. “There are four
major research perspectives — biological, cognitive, behavioral, and sociocultural. It’s
important to understand that these perspectives are complementary. The research findings
from the major perspectives fit together like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle to give us a
more complete picture. No particular perspective is better than the others, and
psychologists using the various perspectives work together to provide a more complete
explanation of our behavior and mental processing.” (2010, p. 1). From my perspective,
nothing could be further from the truth, so to speak, than the notion that the diverse
findings, related to disparate theoretical positions, would fit together to complete the
jigsaw puzzle of psychology. This might be true, if there were only one puzzle,
metaphorically, but it would be more apt to suggest that there are dozens of puzzles.
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In general, introductory texts in psychology follow the same sequence of chapters,
that appear to be arranged as analytical building blocks, moving from the basic to the
more elaborate, building the person from the single neuron, out. As Table 1 indicates, the
early chapters are biologically based, and the later ones tend to have more social and
cultural aspects.

TABLE OF CONTENTS

1. What is Psychology (history)

2. Scientific Methods in Psychology (gathering data, replicability,
criteria, observational research, experimental research, ethics, statistics).

3. Biological Psychology (neurons, brain, drugs)

4. Sensation and Perception

5. Nature, Nurture, and Human Development (Piaget, Erikson, social
learning)

6. Learning (Pavlov, Skinner, social learning)

7. Memory

8. Cognition and Language

9. Intelligence

10. Consciousness (sleep, hypnosis)

11. Motivated Behaviors (hunger, sex, work)

12. Emotions, Stress, and Health (emotions, emotional intelligence,
fear, anger, happiness)

13. Social Psychology (cooperation, competition, social perception,
attraction, social influence, attitudes)

14. Personality (Freud, Jung, Adler, learning, humanistic)
personality traits (Big 5), personality assessment

15. Abnormality and Therapy
(Classifying disorders; Psychotherapy- psychoanalysis, behavior
therapy, cognitive, humanistic, family systems therapy.)

Table 1. Table of Contents for a Typical Introductory Psychology Textbook

A brief survey of the Table of Contents of well-known introductory psychology books, such as
Psychological Science, 5™ edition, by Michael Gazzaniga, Todd Heatherton, and Diane Halpern
(2015), Introduction to Psychology, 9™ edition, by James W. Kalat (2010); Psychology: Concepts
and Connections, 9" edition, by Spencer A. Rathus (2005); Introduction to Psychology, 9"
edition, by Rod Plotnik and Haig Kouyoumdjian (2010), and Psychology: Themes and Variations
(2012) by Wayne Weiten illustrates almost identical topics in identical orders.

In the typical textbook, chapter two covers “the scientific method”, including
forms of descriptive statistics and experimental methods, with the crowning glory of
psychology said to be the ability to discover general laws of cause and effect. Underlying
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this preference is the belief that through these methods, the science of psychology will
progress, as all the facts will fit together to form a higher unity. Usually there is less
mention of qualitative methods, and what functions they might serve in the field. This
form of research, often descriptive in nature, does not follow the protocols set down for
experimental research. While qualitative research may be mixed with quantitative
methods to give richness to the statistical outcomes, or to make them more interesting,
alone they represent a weak form of analysis. Qualitative research alone is accepted as a
precursor to hypothesis testing research, a way of exploring the territory in order to find
variables that might be good candidates for more controlled forms of research (Worrell,
2000). In prestigious journals in the field, qualitative research accounts for very little of
the content. In a related field of criminology, “qualitative research is not only the ‘weak’
stepchild of the scientific community in the eyes of many criminology and criminal
justice scholars, but is also numerically the rare method behind published scholarship in
the field. As reviews of published research articles in criminology and criminal justice
show, less than 11% of articles in top tier journals in the discipline employ qualitative
methods ...and less than 15% of articles in non-top-tier criminal justice journals utilize
and report results from qualitative studies (Buckler, 2008; Tewksbury, DeMichele and
Miller, 2005) according to Richard Tewksbury (2009, p. 40). One may well suspect that
similar percentages of quantitative to qualitative research are represented in the top
journals of psychology, as represented by various indicators, such as the Citation Index.

From a social constructionist position, every “truth” discovered by empirical
methods, including experiments, is a form of truth that is congenial with the type of
method and the theoretical orientation that was used in producing it. Truths are found
within perspectives, not beyond. For a social constructionist, the insights of qualitative
methods might well be more fascinating and useful for working in the everyday world
than results extruded from an experiment. In most cases, experiments require such strict
controls over the phenomenon of interest that the practical applications relevant to them
are harder to implement than the outcomes of qualitative research.

After the methods chapter, the usual one is on the basic building block of the field
(supposedly), which begins with the neuron. One might note the similarity here to how a
natural science course might begin with a discussion of smallest unit of analysis, for
example, the atom. The chapter is biologically based, and builds from the single neuron
to the various parts and functions of the brain. The next chapter is Sensation and
Perception. The brain, in connection with the outside world, sees, hears, feels, smells,
touches, and is guided in action. Again this is a biologically based chapter.

Interestingly, the chapter on “learning” is based on two separate, and basically
competing forms of behaviorism, the first is devoted to Pavlov and his salivating dogs,
that is “classical conditioning.” The second is a review of the work of B. F. Skinner,
which is totally aligned with the notion that reinforcements elicit behavior. Skinner’s
approach assumes that all behaviors, whether gambling or making love, are learned via
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various contingencies of reinforcements. Customarily a portion of the chapter at the end
describes social learning theory, a mixed method approach that tries to combine a
reinforcement approach with a cognitive one, which again is another theoretical position.
The social learning approach, which emphasizes modeling, social roles, social influences,
and mental images, is often used to explain aggressive and prosocial behaviors.
Bandura’s social learning theory attempts to unite the various strands of learning theory,
with the added compliment of mental components.

Chapters on development, emotion, personality, mental illness, and therapy are a
jumble of approaches, including developments in Freudian theory, as well as other
psychodynamic theories, plus, cognitive-behavioral theory, (which is the offspring of two
discrete perspectives), plus Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, humanistic theorists, who
focused on the self, love, the stages of human development based on needs, and self-
actualization. The discrepancies between the view that we are dominated by Unconscious
sexual impulses, as Freud would advocate, and the view that we are self-aware and
emotionally intelligent beings, who grow with loving kindness is huge. A variety of other
personality theories, dominated by the notion of “The Big Five” set of traits, also
compete for preeminence. Social psychology chapters, once clearly orienting to inter-
group relations, now are splintered into topics as diverse as neurosocial, motivation, and
cognitive functioning.

The last chapters of the typical textbook usually deal with defining mental
illnesses and treatment according to the DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual), the
Bible of the psychiatric community and the basis for insurance reimbursement for
therapists (DSM 2013). The primary model of this nosology is found in various
specialties of medicine, with psychiatrists following the pattern set by the dominant
medical community; psychologists, after losing the battle over diagnosis and treatment
options, now more or less conform, in order to gain the advantages that accrue to
following these constructions of mental illness. After years of resisting the psychiatric
constructions, with the attendant diagnostic framework and use of psychotropic drugs as
the treatment for these illnesses, the psychological community created their own
specialization, adopting the DSM and its use of medications. The controversies within
psychology over the acceptance of the DSM as the basic system for evaluating mental or
emotional difficulties is of longstanding, and is a highly complicated history. From a
social constructionist position, it is one very prominent mode of making distinctions, with
important social, economic, and political ramifications. The positive and negative
consequences of utilizing this system are beyond the scope of this chapter.

The Big Lie and the Social Constructionist Reframe
I have found both ethical and practical challenges in dealing with the “lie” at the
base of this introductory course, and the orthodox representations of the field of
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psychology that are behind it. The lie is that the traditional course presents a field that is
unified, progressive, and based on the “scientific method”, which is taken, seemingly
intact, from the natural sciences; the usual claim is that in following this method,
psychology will become a science on the order of biology or chemistry, if given the
resources and time. As a course instructor, I can choose to ignore the lack of unity, thus
supporting the pseudo-coherence in the texts themselves, or I can try to explain the
origins of competing perspectives, and pursue another path that is much more congenial
to my views, and which, in the long run, supports the value of psychology as a
worthwhile field of study. The path I choose as an educator is one that is shaped by a
social constructionist metatheory.

Defining Social Constructionism

Very briefly, at the core of social constructionism is the view that all descriptions
and explanations of “the real” are created through communal practices (Gergen, 2015;
Gergen & Gergen, 2004). As various communities come to share their language, values,
and practices, so do they come to create what they take to be the nature of the real.
Scientific groups, in a similar way, develop their descriptions of the real. Black holes and
mirror neurons owe their existences to the scientists who create and affirm them. Thus,
the theories, descriptions and explanations furnished by scientists are not mirrors of
nature, but are essentially ways of shaping a vision of reality that reflects the interests and
concerns of their particular communities. As Thomas Kuhn (1962) famously described it,
the paradigms that “normal science” use are totalizing entities, which contain theories,
concepts, equations, instruments, journals, websites, organizations, hierarchies, prizes,
awards, grants, laboratories, machines, statistics, educational curricula, heroes and
villains, and ways of practicing the paradigm. Only when there are anomalies, that is,
incidents or objects that will not fit the current paradigm, is there a concerted effort to
break out of the mold. This occurs rarely, and only after a period of conflict, strife, and
obliteration. Kuhn did not regard the social sciences as having paradigmatic status, but
considered them as having pre-paradigmatic forms, where struggles were evident. The
example of four approaches listed in the psychology textbook by Griggs, cited above,
indicates some of the various contenders for dominance in the field.

Searching for TRUTH

An important feature of social constructionism is that the search for the Truth, that
is truth that is universal and beyond questioning, is abandoned. Each perspective we take
in order to define the “real” has its own truths and its own means for ascertaining them.
Thus, it is possible for psychoanalysts to have their truths about repression, defense
mechanisms, and the unconscious, for example, while a behaviorist could frame their
truths in terms of contingencies of reinforcement. But beyond some particular
perspective, there is no transcendent form of Truth. Each of the perspectives reveals
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reality to be of one sort or another. Each emphasizes one form of reality, and is silent
about all others. Each has advantages and disadvantages. Although it is easy to fault each
perspective for its claims to hegemonic status within the field, it is important to recognize
that each one provides a window on the world that may be vital to certain groups of
people and to certain ways of living. Evaluating these benefits and losses depends upon
the values that each perspective encompasses.

The Value Question

A related challenge of a social constructionist approach to psychology involves
the notion that science is supposed to be value-free or value neutral. Traditionally, it was
argued that science should focus on what is the case as opposed to what ought to be the
case. Yet, as is commonly recognized in many ideologically invested traditions, including
those dedicated to various social justice goals, there are implicit and explicit values
embedded in even the most seemingly neutral research. Even the scientific mantra that
the scientist is objective in pursuit of knowledge is a value-statement. Some values are
more obvious to an onlooker and others are more subtle. Using the pronoun “he”, for
both women and men was the usual form of grammar until the feminist attacks on sexist
language made a difference (Gergen, 2001). Feminist psychologists have also been
highly sensitive to the way in which research has unfairly been biased in favor of boys
and men (Barnett & Rivers, 2004). Even more troubling to feminists has been the extent
to which research from evolutionary psychology has rationalized male promiscuity and
even rape (Buss, 2003). Again, it is deceptive to teach the traditional formulations of
psychology regarding value-neutrality without questioning its basic assumptions.

When taking the metatheory of social constructionism seriously, one elects a
position that is non-foundational (Gergen, 2015). That is, the notion that something is
unquestionable and solid enough to support an entire theoretical enterprise, in this case
the science of psychology, is repealed. When one gives up the idea that there is just one
Truth, or that some proposition is foundational, then other considerations come to the
fore. Certain questions may be asked that provide a basis for going forward in a certain
manner. Thus, one may ask: For whom and for what purposes is this way of constructing
reality helpful or harmful? Does it explain phenomenon in new and creative ways? Does
it take in more features than previous ones? Does it help us do things we could not have
done before? What values are implicit in it? What values are suppressed? Who is heard,
and who is silenced? Does it have an aesthetic appeal to it? Is it beautiful or ugly?
Traditional natural science philosophers have asked similar questions when judging
among theoretical claims, such as whether the candidate can be considered parsimonious,
inclusive, aesthetically pleasing or efficient.

Each of these questions raises a variety of answers, but no answer is itself a final
conclusion. Whether some perspective is useful or not requires some prior sense of what
utility means. The question of values is also open to various answers. Values are not
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secured to any particular activity. There is ambiguity at every turn. Yet, it is of value to
consider these dilemmas, rather than to assume the nature of any research position is self-
evident. The social constructionist orientation is not designed, in principle, to abandon
any particular discourse, but rather it is designed to open up a new range of reflection and
creativity. It also invites people to create new theories, interpretations, and methods that
may meet challenges in ways that are congenial with one’s values. This is the general
approach with which I greet the students, and which illuminates my everyday teaching
practices.

Teaching practices

How does such a view contribute to my teaching of psychology? If one regards one’s
duties as presenting the facts to students in introductory psychology classes, for example,
then lecture methods are ideal. The emphasis is on the transfer of knowledge, and Power
Point presentations are convenient ways to do this. The use of slides to augment a
classroom presentation is not, in itself, a problem; however, it may become a way of
silencing discussion and questioning if it is designed as a pre-packaged summary of the
“truth” about a topic. This need not be the case, but can be an enrichment of a topic, as it
allows for distant elements and ideas to be brought into the classroom. However, if the
classroom presentation is given value because the privileged source of knowledge is
formal or systematic research, which is revealed by the professor, students’ descriptions
of their experiences in daily affairs serve largely as distractions from the scripted text.
Conversations among students regarding the material may be viewed as simply slowing
the process down. Evaluations are best done by objective tests, which are designed to
eliminate subjective evaluations and biases on the part of the students or teachers.

Despite the seeming contradiction, teachers, such as myself, place a high value on
students’ personal experiences and classroom discussions. This orientation stems from
the view that knowledge is not a commodity served by the professor to the students, but
rather is co-constructed through active participation with the material and with other
people. To engage in the co-construction of knowledge, a more participatory form of
teaching is needed. In addition, the richness of the learning experience is enhanced by
embodied activities and the inclusion of emotionally charged material. It seems likely
that the more facets of the student involved in the learning process, the greater the
production of insights and the motivation to continue to learn. I find myself attracted to
dialogue and experiential practices, and design my courses to accommodate them. I do
not have to pretend there is just one answer, one truth, to be delivered. No more lies.

More generally, students can be invited to learn about a broad range of theoretical
orientations much as they would learn about various schools of art, styles of music, or
traditions of writing. They learn to see that all theoretical positions have both potentials
and limitations. Concerns with Absolute Truth are replaced with those of utility, ethics
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and aesthetics. As a teacher, I am able to present this variety of orientations without
experiencing a loss of personal authenticity, that is without having to mask my own
constructionist views and pretending that I am offering students basic truths of human
nature (Lather, 1991).

From a constructionist standpoint, I am sensitized to the way in which scientific
facts are generated within various research communities. In effect, they result from a
dialogic process. In this light, we may say that continuing dialogue may indeed extend
understanding of various empirical findings. It is in this respect that in virtually all my
classes, students spend a great deal of time interacting in small groups or altogether. They
enter into dialogues as to what they find most exciting, interesting or puzzling in the
readings, what they would like to question or challenge, how the readings relate to their
personal lives or to what they have studied in other classes, and what they would like to
talk about with their classmates. Through this format, I am also seeking connections: To
the readings, to classmates, to other sources of knowledge, and to the outside world. A
premium is placed on volunteering information and personal opinions. Students have the
opportunity to challenge the materials, question one another, tell a story, offer alternative
ideas for consideration, and form conclusions of their own. Often I maintain a low-key
posture in order to give them space, to help them trust their own voices, and to speak
about what is most significant to them (Hyams, 2004). The freedom and involvement that
the students produce when they trust that they can be heard in the classroom is
exhilarating for me and often for them; at the same time my role becomes one primarily
of facilitator and listener (Gergen, 2010).

In terms of evaluation, the range of possibilities becomes enlarged beyond the
multiple-choice, single answer, so-called “objective” variety of tests. Beyond papers
related to library research, students can create projects that integrate various intellectual
resources with social issues in which they may take an active interest. Various
performative activities can be evaluated for their integration of ideas and actions. A
colleague of mine used a lengthy on-line dialogue stream among small groups of
students, after they had decided upon the criteria for evaluation, in order to grade a
seminar on interpretation theory. Evaluation can include the voices of others, beyond the
instructor’s. A social constructionist position can expand the range of possibilities for
evaluation, which cannot be avoided in most academic settings, and is often desired by
students, themselves. Often evaluations take the form of feedback, and there are options
for revisions and new beginnings before a final assessment is made. All involved in a
course are aware that evaluations are themselves socially constructed forms of activity,
and are never final and “true” in themselves.

Teaching courses with a social constructionist stance gives me a sense of
confidence that I can facilitate growth among my students and that this growth may differ
in quality from one student to another. No student comes to me identical to any other.
Why should they engage with the materials of the course as though they were the same?
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Each one develops within a spectrum of potentials, according to the past as well as the
present. I like to provide students with opportunities to think critically and creatively
about their social values, their personal lives and their future development. In this sense, |
am hoping that they will be able to take these potentials with them far beyond our
classroom. Instructors from any discipline may benefit from a social constructionist
orientation for much the same reason.

By holding classes that emphasize a dialogic social constructionist approach, one
risks “dancing through minefields”, as Jean Marecek (2003) has suggested, as one
deviates from traditional expectations. In adapting this metaphor, I am suggesting that the
terrain for those teaching courses from a social constructionist position can, indeed, be
dangerous -- philosophically, scientifically, ethically and practically. Being expected to
participating actively in a course that requires much more than simply reading the text
and passing exams can be threatening or annoying to students who wish to keep a low
profile and evade any commitment to a class. Sharing one’s views, engaging with other
students, and being evaluated in new and perhaps challenging ways may also be
discomforting. Suggesting that, as a professor, I am not going to just give them the facts
may seem like an abrogation of my duties. The unfamiliarity of the process, the
requirements that they engage physically in the world, and be challenged to give up the
solidarity of true knowledge may be, for some, repugnant. The social constructionist
perspective is potentially offensive to someone who is a “true-believer.” It is not
uncommon for dissatisfied students to report their feelings to higher authorities or to
other students, and to drop the course, if possible. Despite these dangers, I have found
that this approach is more personally satisfying than any other, and 1 do believe most
students prefer the interactive classroom based on social constructionist ideas.

A Bit of Nitty Gritty

So far, my teaching style and the relationship of a social constructionist
metatheory to my classroom life has been written in a rather abstract and theoretical
manner. In this final portion of my paper I would like to include some of the activities
that have been important in my ways of introducing a social constructionist approach in
my classes.

By way of introduction, I might briefly describe the students with whom I work.
The students I teach are young, about 19 years old, on average, and they have come to a
local branch of a large university from their high school settings. Almost all of the
students live at home, and drive their cars to school. Most of them have part time jobs;
many have family obligations; and, few have had highly rigorous academic backgrounds.
A few are older adults, who often have great fears about returning to college after many
years. Some are veterans, with much life experience, but without formal education.
Almost all of these students are marginal in some respects. They do not have family
traditions of higher education; they do not understand how to do college work; they do
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not always enjoy the challenges of the readings or the pressure to meet a certain grade
point. There are several things I do in order to encourage them to stay in college. With
each of the assignments I try to help them become more skilled at academic work, more
connected to other students, and more able to integrate social constructionist ideas into
their life-worlds.

On the first day of class in introductory psychology I introduce social
constructionism and its potential to support multiple discourses by developing a multiple
choice quiz that asked the students to select the answer that most appealed to them in a
variety of different situations. Each potential choice is designed to emphasize a single
perspective: biological, humanistic, behavioral, psychoanalytic, cognitive, or social. For
example: Tommy, age 8, has constantly been in trouble with teachers and family
members. He doesn’t pay attention and is very active. He may not pass 31 grade. His
problem is: a. He was born with genes that make him unable to behave; b. His parents are
not loving enough; c. He gets rewarded with attention for his bad behavior; d. He has
unconscious forces motivating him; e. His thinking is disturbed; and f. His friends
provoke him to do these things. By having them add up their scores (how many a’s, b’s,
etc.), and comparing their scores with others, the students become aware of their own
preferences and those of the rest of the class. I spend some time labeling these various
approaches and giving them some sense of how each one differs from the others. By
being somewhat ego invested in their choices, they become more willing to explore them
further, or so I believe. My next task is to inform the class that they are not going to be
learning a unified science, one where the building blocks of one chapter provide the
foundation for the next. Rather they are going to be learning six different psychologies.
Each one is fairly complete on its own, and each has advantages and disadvantages. |
describe each one as a language, complete with forms of study. Each one has its ways of
doing psychology, including methods, concepts, and values. Each also lacks the terms
another might use. Is there a best one? What does it mean to be “best”? That is a question
that we will grapple with as we go along.

During the semester, I introduce these various perspectives in a variety of ways,
including movies, lectures, in-class activities, discussion groups, presentations by the
students, and visiting guests. The emphasis is on learning the new perspective, on one
side, and being able to critique it, on the other. Often the ways in which the perspective
resonates with the events in the public sphere are brought into the classroom.

To help them become more skilled at communicating, [ require Action
Assignments, short papers involving the topics we are studying each week. The papers
are designed to give the students a sense of how psychological ideas relate to the “real
world”, as well as showing the limits of any point of view. For example, one action
assignment is called “Discourses of Addiction” for which students interview 3 people
who very frequently consumed some substance, e.g. beer, marijuana, LSD, cocaine, hard
liquor, etc. In their report, they describe each interview, naming each individual’s
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imbibing activity, and any efforts they have made to modify their behavior. (Anonymity
is required.) Then the student has to classify the language used by the respondent as to
how they describe their “addiction.” Is it, for example, physiological, hereditary, a
choice, a reinforced activity, an unconscious desire, poor thinking, social pressure, or a
combination of these? Next, the student classified the answers given into one or more of
the relevant perspectives in psychology, and then related the type of explanation to the
possibilities for modifying their behavior. (For example, a choice is easier to modify than
a genetic predisposition.) Also, the students are asked to suggest what implications these
worldviews would have for creating health policies designed to reduce addictions to
drugs and alcohol. Last, the student gives a personal reaction to doing the project.

Clearly the task of categorizing the language used by the interviewee and then the
perspective in psychology that the language evolved from is a constructionist task. They
recognize in doing this assignment that it is very consequential as to how an “addiction”
is defined. The treatment and the outcome likely to follow are related to the discourse that
is selected.

By doing all of these action assignments, the student gains a great deal of
practical knowledge relating psychology to everyday life. They also have a chance to
integrate their own “street” knowledge with academic viewpoints. As a side benefit, they
also generally avoid failing the course, regardless of low scores on other evaluations, as
long as they completed the action assignments according to the instructions given. By
having discussions and small group activities the students also acquire new
acquaintances, that can help to create a bond between them and the college. As a result
the college environment becomes less formidable. My hope is that having the notion of
social constructionism available to them, regardless of where their futures may take them,
will gird them against becoming under the thrall of any ideology. Each viewpoint will be
seen as having its uses as well as its limitations. One might argue that I am trying to
socially construct with them a superior educational experience in a welcoming context,
while keeping my integrity intact. From my perspective, giving social constructionist
ideas to my students is a gift that knows no end.
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Relational Learning in Education

Anne Morrison and Kristen Chorba

This chapter is an informal account of the evolution of a peer mentoring project
and an undergraduate course called Relational Learning in Education. 1t feels odd to
write about any part of these projects as if they were my ideas. I can hardly separate out
what I bring to them from what the students bring - let alone try to tease out where, who,
or how I came to these ideas. I do know they are not mine alone, and that I feel good
about sharing them with students. In this excerpt, Kristen and I share our thoughts, as
well as what the students have to say about the impact the experience of these projects
and these ideas have had on them. Therefore, this narrative has been written in multiple
voices, and includes the thoughts of some of the contributors to the evolution of two
relational learning projects that have emerged from these ideas.

While teaching at a Midwestern university ten years ago, a handful of students in
the teacher education program came to me and asked if I would help them find a way to
get more experience in the classroom prior to their student teaching assignment. At
different times, some of the undergraduate education students in classes I taught would
inquire about volunteer opportunities to work in schools with Kindergarten through high
school (K-12 grade) level students. On occasion, other undergraduate education students
have asked to join me in presenting content to students in the undergraduate Educational
Psychology course I have taught for the past twenty years and they had successfully
completed in prior semesters. Still others expressed an interest in mentoring students who
were enrolled in that same Educational Psychology class. I did not know it at the time,
but these instances marked the beginning of a new way of being in the classroom together
and thinking about the possibilities that existed to create meaningful experiences for
students outside of the traditional classroom.

This chapter is an informal account of answering these students’ requests and the
emergence of the Peer Mentoring Project, the eventual college course called Relational
Learning in Education, and the evolution of these initiatives. While my colleague and co-
author, Kristen Chorba, and I worked together to write much of this chapter, this
narrative is predominantly shared in my (Anne’s) voice, as the leader of this mentoring
project and the instructor of the related Educational Psychology and Relational Learning
in Education courses we write about. This narrative is richly enhanced by Kristen’s point
of view, as she studied the Peer Mentoring Project in-depth, as the subject of her doctoral
dissertation. Throughout this text, the sections that are written from Kristen’s perspective
are italicized. In this account, we have also been deliberate to include the voices of some
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of the students who participated in the Peer Mentoring Project and the Relational
Learning in Education course over the years. It seems natural — if not essential — to
include student voices in this account, as the project and course emerged out of their
wishes.

Learning through relationships and the Reflecting Processes Approach

Relational learning is a way of being in the world of education from a social
constructionist perspective, where those involved in education--students, teachers,
mentors, community members and professors--learn from each other through shared
experiences and, together, create a desired learning/teaching world. Relational learning is
action that invites both students and teachers/professors to enter into a dialogue about
learning. The engagement of multiple parties with multiple perspectives in the activity of
learning deconstructs the hierarchy that typically exists in the traditional teaching
relationship and opens space for more collaborative experiences.

The beginnings of the mentoring project and the Relational Learning course grew
out of connections and collaboration. I continued to stay connected to the students who
made requests for enhancing their learning through some kind of engagement with me
and/or the courses I was teaching. Out of those requests, the Peer Mentoring Project
emerged, as a way to support not only the students who had expressed interest in those
types of opportunities, but also the students in my current classes who might be interested
in participating in such an experience. Eventually, those of us who became connected
through the Peer Mentoring Project socially constructed the Relational Learning in
Education course. Both the mentoring project and the Relational Learning course
continue to evolve, as new participants come to the experience.

As a way to organize our time and learn together, the students, Kristen, and I used
the reflecting processes approach, introduced by Norwegian psychiatrist Tom Andersen
and his therapeutic team in the early 1990s. Andersen and his team initially used this
approach in therapeutic conversations, and described it as “shifts between talking with
others about various issues and sitting back and listening to others talking about the same
issues” (Andersen, 1996, p. 120). The act of actually talking to others, Andersen says, is
outer talk, while listening can be considered inner talk. Each of these provides a
complementary perspective, to help inform and understand the other.

The students and I engage in the reflecting processes as a way to listen, in order to
hear our ideas about learning, teaching, and research. For example, when discussing an
assignment we intended to present to the mentees, the mentors and I would form two
groups in the room. The first group of three or four mentors would sit together and talk
about the assignment. The remaining members would sit quietly, close enough so the first
group could be heard. The first group would discuss the issue, talking about their
experience of that topic. Once the first group was finished talking, the second group
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would reflect on things that the first group had said, making observations about their
conversation and making note of things that they had been wondering about, while listing
to them. Once they had finished talking, the first group would discuss the things that had
struck them, which had been brought up by the second group. This reflecting processes
approach to conversation has not only provided a way for us to hear each other’s thoughts
and ideas, but has played a major role in how the mentoring project and the Relational
Learning course have evolved over the past several years.

The importance and influence of multiple perspectives was discussed by
Andersen (1995) as they relate to the reflecting processes, noting that, “they might create
new ideas about the issue in focus” (Andersen, 1995, p. 18). The idea of multiple
perspectives comes into action through the reflecting processes approach to relational
learning. It can be experienced in both therapeutic and educational settings, as the back
and forth process of listening to and speaking with others opens up different possibilities
in understanding situations and information, allowing participants to create meaning with
each other.

Becoming Relational Learning

This relational approach to learning was not something that these students were
familiar with; in fact, it was quite the opposite. In the United States, most students come
to the classroom or university setting with the traditional model of teaching/learning in
mind, as this is the way they were taught to behave within a classroom for most of their
lives. While one could agree there is a place and time for a teacher-centered model, the
relational approach lends itself to the learner-centered, active process of co-constructing
knowledge not only within the four walls of the classroom but beyond, out in the world.

This style of teaching — and learning — was not always natural for me, either.
Instead, much like the mentoring project itself, it evolved over a period of time,
influenced by a variety of experiences, situations, and relationships. My own
undergraduate experience of education as a psychology/sociology double major was
predominantly top-down, teacher-centered, and lecture-based. However, I had one
professor who took me on as a mentee and supported my learning with laboratory and
community-based internships. At that time, I was deeply interested in the field of juvenile
corrections and my knowledge was rooted in Behavioral Theory (mostly because that was
my mentor’s focus). I spent several semesters and every summer working with youth who
were tied to the juvenile court. Upon graduation, I was hired by a county court to serve as
a juvenile corrections officer with the additional assignment to seek funding for and to,
eventually, direct a group home for adjudicated delinquent boys in my hometown. I was
twenty-one. What was the court thinking? For me, this was my dream job; one I thought I
would not have until I was at least in my forties, if ever at all. I have to admit that once
the home was up and running, I lacked confidence in my image as an authority figure
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(which I believed I needed to portray to the boys and their parents) and so I bolstered
myself up with a strictly outlined behavioral program I adapted from another university,
with measurable objectives, goals, and consequences including a point system, rewards,
and punishment. I used the program to establish a perceived sense of control and to
steady the shaky ground on which I found myself, in the role of a group home director
and, later, the live-in teaching parent (along with my new husband, three days after we
were married) to ten adjudicated boys. This rigid way of working did not feel natural but,
in the name of behavioral psychology, I persisted. Remarkably, all of the boys improved
academically and eventually made use of the point system to earn their ways home.

The group home was situated on nearly 80 beautiful rolling acres in the country. I
taught some of the boys to read and all of them to garden. Their parents taught me how to
can our fresh produce. The boys taught me to fish and how to replace the brakes on my
car. All of this occurred while I was in my early twenties. Four years later, my husband
and I left that position and moved to our own home to start our family. I never returned to
corrections but over the years, some of the boys I had worked with showed up in my life
as young men. We shared memories and they often introduced me to a wife and/or one of
their children. My relationship with those boys, so early in my career, continues to shape
who I am as a professional, a parent, a daughter, a teacher, and a friend.

Today, as a professor, I share this story of my beginnings with the students so
they come to know my personal, educational, and professional evolution and how my
lived experiences have led to a very different approach to teaching and learning at this
time in my life. I tell them that, during my graduate studies in counseling and human
development, I followed a pathway that was very different from the theoretical
framework of behavioral psychology of my early profession. While I was in graduate
school in the late 1980s and early 1990s, social constructionist approaches to viewing and
acting in therapy were new on the horizon (i.e., McNamee & Gergen, 1992). I became
influenced by these ways of being in the world and especially when working with clients:
they included narrative therapy (White & Epston, 1990; Freedman, & Combs, 1996),
reflecting processes (Andersen, 1991), and solution-focused approaches (de Shazer,
1988; Walter & Peller, 1992; Miller & Berg, 1992). These more egalitarian ways of being
with clients were especially impactful as I reflected on the hierarchical programs I had
imposed on the youth so many years prior. My doctoral dissertation was focused on the
use of reflecting processes in therapeutic relationships. I spent several months in the north
of Norway and Sweden, researching the evolution of the reflecting processes.

During my years as a doctoral student, I taught a learning theories course for
undergraduate students in the teacher education program. I expanded my use of
egalitarian approaches to therapy, such as reflecting processes, into my work with the
teaching candidates. My relationships with the students were guided by this heterarchical,
conversation-based perspective every bit as much as the therapeutic relationships I was
engaged in throughout the doctoral program. I created assignments that would encourage



Anne Morrison and Kristen Chorba: Relational Learning in Education 125

these teacher candidates to “try on” different learning perspectives and used the reflecting
processes to construct knowledge through conversation and collaboration. The open
dialog that emerged from this approach to learning and teaching created space for
students to form understandings of and insights on the topics we studied. According to
Andersen (1996), both talking and thinking form and inform understanding and meaning,
as well as creating a moment of “being-in-the-world” (p. 122). This focus on meaning-
making and active exploration through dialogue that is the foundation of the reflecting
processes approach in therapeutic conversations also worked well in the classroom. The
students and I were in the swim of relational learning but, at that point, we didn’t have a
name for what we were doing.

Ideas for a college course by the name Relational Learning in Education emerged
later, during my experience as a professor in the same teacher education program. By this
time, I had earned a Ph.D. and had taught several semesters of Educational Psychology, a
course that is required for certification of Ohio’s teachers. The students in this teacher
education class are typically 19-21 year old undergraduates with the occasional non-
traditional student, often a mom in her late 30s or early 40s who decided to return to
college to finish her degree in education.

My approach to teaching the Educational Psychology class is deliberately open-
ended. While the syllabus gives students the usual contractual university structure, the
assignments are open to a great deal of choice and invite students to be creative. Giving
students latitude to make their own decisions and choose their own paths in completing
course assignments follows a basic principle of the reflecting processes by allowing the
meaning created by students to emerge. In describing the reflecting processes, Andersen
(1995) explained that the process should be dynamic and adaptable to the situation,
allowing those involved to be able to “do what feels natural and comfortable” (p. 19).
Similarly, with these assignments, students are provided basic guidelines and rubrics to
evaluate their finished products (as this is a formal, for-credit, university course), but
their process, individual interests, approach, and personal goals for the assignment allow
for a wide variety of outcomes.

Some students find the disequilibrium unsettling and have to work hard to adjust
to the approach. Here, Michael, now a Kent State University (KSU) graduate, describes
his experience with this less-rigid approach, as an early childhood education major:

My first semester in the program was an eye opening experience. The Educational

Psychology [course] syllabus under Dr. Morrison was “open for interpretation.” This

was the first class I had ever experienced that did not have a specific set of instructions of

how to achieve an A [grade]. Instead, Dr. Morrison allowed the students to think freely
about what they were going to learn, and choose their best path to achieving what they
considered to be a satisfactory grade.

This openness lends itself to a not knowing position for all of us involved in the
class. We must rely on each other, teacher and students alike, to co-construct knowledge
and make sense out of the curriculum at hand. The assignments are structured in a way
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that encourages the students to collaborate to build knowledge that is sustainable. As the
instructor, I thought the assignments were useful, but wanted to continue to find ways to
increase student engagement.

Forming the Peer Mentoring Project

The Relational Learning in Education course emerged from a series of
circumstances that occurred over several years. In fact, the Relational Learning course
did not start out as a course, at all. Instead, it began as an informal peer-mentoring project
the students and I created. The peer-mentoring project began to take shape during the
summer of 2007, when I led a group of undergraduate teacher candidates to study abroad
in Italy. Kent State University has a beautiful campus in a palazzo in the heart of
Florence. During this hybrid (i.e., part face-to-face, part online) course, we used Florence
as a base; visited several primary and secondary schools and a high school in Florence, as
well as an International Baccalaureate English speaking school in Rome; participated in a
workshop at the Reggio Emilia Loris Malaguzzi International Center; and toured
Tuscany. Over summers when I have taught this course, the two- to three-week, face-to-
face, study abroad portion of the class is over, most of the students and I return home and
finish the remainder of the assignments online. Some, however, choose to spend
additional time in Europe, meeting up with a family members or friends to extend their
exploration to additional places. Designing the class as a hybrid course, where part of the
course is held face-to-face and part is conducted online, allows for flexibility in the
students’ lives: students can work on their assignments whether they are vacationing,
volunteering, working their summer jobs, and/or taking additional summer courses.

The following summer of 2008, again, several students who had successfully
completed the Educational Psychology class wanted to join the Italy study abroad
experience. In order to accommodate these students, I designed and enrolled these
students in an independent study course. The students completed two research
assignments for their independent study. The outcomes of the first research projects were
shared amongst the group in a relaxed, conversational exchange, while the other project
culminated into a more formal, five-chapter research paper. In addition, the students who
had enrolled in the independent study course served as peer mentors to the students
taking the Educational Psychology course. The peer mentors assisted the Educational
Psychology students in a lesson plan assignment and in preparation for the assessments
and the final exam. The support of the peer mentors turned out to be invaluable to both
the students and to me during this concentrated summer version of this required
education course.

Both during and after the study abroad trip, hearing the students dialogue about
the give and take of support I came to understand the value of this back and forth
meaning making between those who had completed the class and those who were
currently enrolled in the class. The students who were in the class gained new
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understandings and the mentors gained a deeper understanding of the course material as
they supported the others’ sense making. That support, unexpectedly, continued to evolve
when we returned to the main campus the following fall semester, eventually morphing
into the Peer Mentoring Project and, later, the Relational Learning in Education course.

Mentors formalize the Peer Mentoring Project

It is common practice for students who have taken my class in prior semesters to
stop into my current classes to say hello or to ask for letters of recommendation. It is a
part of my job that I treasure. I typically invite them in, introduce them to the current
students, and encourage them to share their wisdom about the assignments or about me as
an instructor. The fall semester following our study abroad in Italy was different. Erin
and Karie, two of the women who were in the summer semester Educational Psychology
study abroad course, came into the class to say hello; but what I found interesting and
different was that they stayed! Not just the first day: they returned to the class throughout
the entire semester. They contributed to the discussions, assisted on assignments, and
generally mentored the students all semester. I was deeply moved by their level of
support and their desire to connect with the students and teach. The students, mentors,
and I witnessed the manifestation of Vygotsky’s (1986) theories of inner and outer
speech, the role of thought and language in the active construction of knowledge, and the
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) before our eyes. You see, as these women spoke
out loud to explain their perception of the theories they had developed during their
Educational Psychology class, they used language that was closer to the language used by
the students in this class than my own, providing scaffolding (Bruner, 1990) to support
those who were experiencing the content for the first time. The mentors shared stories
and gave examples to support learning that fit within the students’ world. These
connections that the mentors helped to make — formed with language that was more
familiar to the current Educational Psychology students — created a sort of bridge
between the current students’ understanding and the ideas I was trying to convey.
Through this process of explaining their inner thoughts out loud to their classmates, the
mentors constructed stronger versions of their previous understandings. As their teacher,
I strive to present this new and different (enough) curriculum in ways that challenge and
motivate the students. Bateson (1972) distinguished learning that was not too different,
but different enough to have an impact on the learner as a way to create some kind of
change. In addition, the scaffolding the mentors provided supported the students’ learning
when it was needed. Hearing explanations in a language more similar to their own
language was an ingredient for student success throughout the semester.

What Anne has just described has been our basic approach to and understanding
of mentoring in this project. Before moving on, it is important to mention that there are
many forms and applications of mentoring, and that no common definition exists (see
Chan, 2008; Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Jacobi, 1991 for reviews of the literature on mentoring
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and examples of various interpretations of mentoring). Some mentoring projects take a
structured approach, where there is a distinct differential in some aspect, such as power or
status. Other mentoring projects approach the mentor/mentee dynamic as more of a
remedial or tutoring relationship, where the focus is on some kind of instruction or works
toward some kind of outcome, and emphasizes accountability. Still others take on an
approach that places less emphasis on outcomes and more on building some kind of
network of support. In some instances, mentoring projects are highly formalized. In
others, the mentoring that occurs happens very informally, beginning as no more than
peer-to-peer relationships in a work or education environment. Our version of mentoring
has been influenced by social construction and the reflecting processes, as well as the
process of learning through relationship. Specifically, our version of mentoring is
grounded in reciprocity (mentors influence and “teach” mentees, but mentees influence
and “teach” mentors) and the opportunity to support and guide through relationship (see
Harmon, 2006 and Beyene, Anglin, Sanchez, and Ballou, 2002, who also use these
aspects in defining mentoring).'

The Peer Mentoring Project Grows in Numbers and Action

As the story about this relationship we called peer mentoring got around the
teacher education program, the enrollment of students in the project grew exponentially.
At the same time, the organization of it became more formalized as the peer mentors
asked for me to schedule meetings with them for two hours once each week throughout
the semester so we could discuss and plan how they could be most useful. Together, we
developed group building exercises and assignments to support the students. Some of the
mentors requested to have the opportunity to co-teach topics of their choice so they could
gain supervised teaching experience. For example, Jay, who was studying to be an
integrated social studies teacher, voiced his desire to “get the mentors more involved in
actually teaching some of the lessons in the class.” As a result, Jay led a discussion on
using Bloom’s (1965) Taxonomy, which proposes progressive levels of learners’
understanding, as a tool to strengthen lesson planning and instructional procedures,
complete with a PowerPoint and handouts. He and I co-taught the chapter containing the
taxonomy material to different classes for the next three semesters. He led the class
discussion, divided the students into small discussion groups, and involved the students in
constructing knowledge about the usefulness of such models in education.

The mentors and I named this collection of experiences the Peer Mentoring
Project. My colleagues in the Educational Psychology Program supported the project and
assigned a graduate student to help me organize these twenty-some students interested in
expanding the experience and to conduct a qualitative study of the Peer Mentoring

' Authors’ note: For a full description of mentoring as it is understood in this mentoring project, please see
Chorba (2013).
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Project. We wanted to understand what sort of effects the project was having on student
and mentor learning and to identify reasons students sought out this added responsibility.
To conduct the study we used reflecting processes (Andersen, 1996) as an approach to
interviewing the participants. The research project was guided by the question, “what is
the peer mentoring project?” a variation of a question central to the therapeutic reflecting
processes, “what is it?”

Several years and hundreds of interviews later, that graduate student who was
assigned to me is now Dr. Chorba and we have remained in a close collegial relationship
which has led to a number of academic pursuits — including authoring this chapter
together. But the relationship didn’t start out that way; here is Kristen’s account of those
beginning days.

As a second-year, Educational Psychology doctoral student, I was afforded a graduate
assistantship in the department. I was told that I would split my 20 work hours per week
between two faculty. I cannot remember when 1 first learned that I would be working with
and helping to conduct interviews for a peer mentoring project — I think it was even
before I sat down and talked with Anne in person for the first time — but truthfully, I was
less than thrilled. I had been involved with mentoring programs before and I knew
exactly what to expect: required meetings, forms to fill out, and obligations. I had even
been involved with mentoring programs at Kent State. 1 knew the drill. 1 figured that, at
least I had an assistantship (funding had been cut for my previous position in a different
office, based on departmental limitations) and it would pay my tuition. I'd get through it.

The first time I met with Anne, I thought we’d have a short conversation to discuss
the work I'd be doing — the project that she had worked to create — and then I would go
to class, just like any other day. Our short meeting turned into a very long one, as Anne
told me about her travels to and research in Cuba...and a little bit about the mentoring
project. I still was not sold on the mentoring project; but I was fascinated by Anne’s
perspective and her passion for her teaching and research.

1 began my work assignment by interviewing both mentors and mentees who had
participated in the mentoring project. This was my first big interviewing project: I wasn’t
stellar at it. But, in total, I interviewed, over the course of a few weeks, approximately 75
mentors and mentees, asking them about “what the project was?”, “how it could be
different?”, and “who else we should be talking to?”. Throughout these interviews, |
listened to both mentors and mentees, over and over again, talk about this project as
helpful, enjoyable, and something that seemed vastly different from what 1 had
experienced in the past. This kind of mentoring did not sound so aversive.

As I worked with the mentoring project, I started to get to know Anne, as well as
some of the mentors. I was able to see the project in action, and could clearly see that
there was buy-in, especially from the mentors. They took their roles seriously, and were
excited to be able to help their mentees. I continued interviewing. I continued observing. [
didn’t have a dissertation topic that I felt strongly about at this point, so I used the topic
of mentoring as the focus of a couple of class projects, and even as the focus of a small
study in one of my qualitative research classes. I still didn’t ever think I would write a
dissertation about this mentoring project.
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1t was only after a couple more years of my involvement in this project, and many,
many conversations about it, that the idea of using the mentoring project as the focus of
my dissertation became less of an idea, and more of a work in progress. At this point, 1
realized that a shift had occurred and, much like the mentors I had been observing over
the semesters, I had become a part of this mentoring project, as well as a part of the lives
and stories that it had influenced — and that it, and they, had become a part of mine.

The Peer Mentoring Project Evolves

The peer mentors continued to work with the Educational Psychology classes
over the following fall 2008 and spring 2009 semesters, gathering additional mentors
along the way as those students who were attracted to the project completed their
semester in the Educational Psychology class. In addition to mentoring the Educational
Psychology students, we added two other mentoring experiences. In the first experience,
the mentors served as conversation partners for international students at Kent State
University. This university project was one that Kristen had been involved with and she
introduced it to our class as a possible mentoring relationship. The mentors responded
positively to the idea of working with international students to improve their
conversational use of the English language through relationships with our class. The
mentors who chose to develop the international relationships made a commitment to meet
with their assigned conversation partner at least once a week throughout the semester to
discuss educational and cultural experiences in the U.S. The second project involved
mentoring students in a class of first graders in a nearby inner city school district. The
mentors worked in the classroom of a teacher who graduated from the KSU Early
Childhood Education program and had participated in the inaugural year of the study
abroad mentoring experience. The mentors met with the elementary school students one
or two times each week, to work with them one on one with reading projects. At the end
of that semester, the mentors requested that we establish a “special topic” (not an elective
credit, not a required credit) 3-credit course which would meet on campus once each
week for two and a half hours.

During the summer of 2010, a new group of mentors supported the Educational
Psychology students on the study abroad in Italy. This group of mentors had an even
more focused purpose to learn about mentoring than the previous group. They read
literature describing mentoring programs (such as Harmon, 2006) and discussed the
usefulness of such programs. In addition to mentoring the students in the Educational
Psychology course, these mentors conducted interviews with faculty from the Italian
schools we visited and used the data to support their research projects. For example, at
the Ambrit-Rome International Baccalaureate School, the mentors formed research
questions about a mentoring program that school had in place which involved students in
the sixth grade mentoring students in second grade. In the Florence primary school, the
mentors inquired about the school’s focus on internationalizing education. These
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activities supported the course’s qualitative research assignment, which included
conducting interviews, analyzing the collected data, and writing a five-chapter research
paper, fashioned after the model of a typical scholarly article. This assignment exposed
these undergraduate students to a different kind of listening, thinking, and writing than
they had experienced in the past. In a similar manner to the research process Kristen and I
were following for the Peer Mentoring Research Project, we used reflecting processes to
support the writers in this course. Students shared their writing process with others in the
class, collaborating on and peer editing each other’s work. They seemed to be energized
by the process and reported being “less afraid” of this shared approach; this alternative to
writing in isolation, which they often described with fear and dread. The students and I
had been encouraged by the words of Ken Gergen (2009) we discovered in one of our
course readings, in which he said: “knowing comes into existence only through social
participation. Acts of research only become intelligible and worth doing through a
relationship that precedes the acts themselves. In effect, ‘I speak with others, and
therefore I can know’” (p. 229). I believe this approach to writing could and does have
great benefits for increasing student interest in and building their comfort level with
doing future research and also coming to view themselves as potential graduate school
material.

To illustrate this point, Erin talks about her pursuit of a graduate degree from
University of Michigan upon graduation with her bachelor’s degree in the teacher
education program where she served as a peer mentor for several semesters. She recently
discussed the influence of the relational learning experience on her confidence to enter
graduate school immediately after graduation:

That first trip to Italy was one of the most important experiences of my life. After studying

abroad for a few weeks I was able to harness that experience into more international

ones. December of that same year, I traveled to Cuba with Anne as the only
undergraduate amongst graduate students. Because of the trust and support I felt Anne
gave me (from herself and the mentors) I knew that this was an experience that could
only help me. This trip to Cuba was the first time I had been asked to do my own research
project that involved interviewing others as well as framing research questions in a way
that could be focused on my interests—not just the interests of my major. We wrote about
our research together. We invited and added the perspectives of the others who shared
our experiences. Looking back to receiving this grounding so early in my undergraduate
education was definitely powerful and definitely played a role in my pursuing graduate
school immediately after graduation. I do not think I understood the significance of this
experience at the time of the course. I believe the right amount of scaffolding allowed me
to easily and realistically make international experiences part of my professional life . . .
working in the peer mentoring program and understanding the infinite ways in which
relational learning manifests in my everyday life gave me not only tangible take-aways
for my professional academic career, but has also helped me understand, appreciate and
navigate the interpersonal dynamics that exist between people, within organizations, and
larger contexts of society. In the future, I would like to use these understandings to
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promote educational programs that highlight the ways in which power and privilege
manifest between groups of people exposing the systems, which perpetuate inequality in
societies. Such dynamics must be addressed in order to make large-scale change to move
toward equality. Overall, relational learning has allowed me to think more deeply and
question what is going on besides what just “seems” to be going on in interpersonal
dynamics.

Since graduating with her master’s degree, Erin teaches writing to students from
foreign countries in the university setting. In addition, she continues to support the Peer
Mentoring Project, making impromptu visits to the Educational Psychology classes and
providing reflections on her experience with relational learning.

Formalizing the Relational Learning Course

The next step toward formalizing the Relational Learning in Education course
came from the impetus of my departmental colleagues. They asked me to submit the
course outline to the curriculum committees in order to establish the class as an elective
course in the college curriculum and to make it a portion of my teaching load. We took
the course through every required curricular procedure at the university and it was
approved as a 3-hour elective course. It is currently housed within the College of
Education, Health and Human Services, but is available to all majors throughout the
student body. The course was developed with three main components, including a
qualitative research and writing project, a mentoring/community experience, and
participation in what we called peer assessment, using reflecting processes.

Each student in the Relational Learning in Education course carries out a
qualitative research project throughout the semester, which is a more in-depth, fleshed-
out version of the research project the mentors had been conducting in Italy. This main
assignment begins with formal participation in a Collaborative Institutional Training
Initiative (CITI) course on research and ethics, which is training method used by our
University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) for all students, faculty, and staff who
conduct any form of research involving human subjects. The projects the students
complete fall under the Peer Mentoring Project (now the Relational Learning Project)
umbrella, requiring annual IRB approval, as they include some form of qualitative data
collection, typically in the form of participant observation and interviews. In part, I use
the assignment as an impetus to examine the ethics and process of research. The reading
assignments that provide a foundation for the research processes are a collection of books
and articles Kristen and I read in our own graduate programs — many of which were
intentionally chosen from qualitative research and social constructionist literature. For
example, they read about the role of a participant observer in the research process
(Spradley, 1980); about qualitative approaches to collecting and managing data (Marshall
& Rossman, 1999); and about interpreting data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The students
review literature on mentoring (including Harmon, 2006), social constructionist
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approaches to learning and leading (including Gergen, 2009; Edwards, Gandini &
Forman, 1993), and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (including Kozulin, 2004). These
excerpts introduce ideas for the students to discuss and consider during their research
process.

During summer semesters, in order to prepare for our study abroad in Italy (which
is also organized under the Relational Learning in Education course title), we view the
historic documentary Not Just Anyplace in order to give our planned 2-day workshop at
Reggio Emilia and their Remida Center a context. Reggio Emilia is an ever-evolving
approach to early childhood education which began after World War II, with the
guidance of the late Loris Malaguzzi in the northern Italian city of the same name. This
thriving educational system continues with the supportive efforts of parents, teachers, and
the general community (Gandini, 1994; Malaguzzi, 1993). The students and I met with
one of the founding teachers of Reggio Emilia, Lella Gandini. Her inspiring words both
resonated with our class and challenged us to continue thinking about education from the
fresh perspective of the child.

It was after one, particular, study abroad trip to Italy, we returned to KSU and
began exploring ideas of how we could begin to connect the Peer Mentoring Project to
the local communities and schools around the university the upcoming fall semester — in
the spirit of Reggio Emilia. Many of the students had considered this idea of
connectedness in their research papers, and the class had discussed the idea quite a bit.
These conversations and the influence on the mentors that experiences with Reggio
Emilia had, led Michael to propose the idea of working with relational learning in the
larger community. This is how the second mentoring opportunity — mentoring students in
an inner city first grade class, which was described earlier in this chapter — came to
fruition. Reflecting on his experiences as a mentor that summer in Italy, and the desire to
follow the Reggio approach in connecting to the community, Michael recalled:

The vast majority of the mentors, like me, became fascinated with this mentoring role and
re-enrolled for the class the next semester in hopes that because we had already
established a basis of understanding, we could take the program to the next level. We
conveyed this information to Anne, questioning whether or not there was anything further
we could do to help not only students at Kent State but to put our increasing knowledge
to work in the surrounding community. Luckily, Anne had kept contact with [a former
student], who was an educator in a nearby community. He invited us to assist his class
and we set out a few times each week to help him and his first graders. This was a unique
inner city experience because the mentors came from different programs, early
childhood, special education, and adolescent education were the majors of this cohort of
mentors. It made for a lot of cross talk and critical thinking between mentors because of
the different philosophies our programs had exposed us to at KSU.

The mentors and I have remained in a collaborative relationship with that teacher
and have followed him to a new school, where he now teaches third grade.
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Reflecting Processes in Reading, Writing, and Research

In the Relational Learning class, the students and I spend time reading together
(literally reading out loud to each other, a practice I strongly encourage in my classes),
discussing the readings using reflecting processes, and practicing research approaches as
we make observations and try out interview questions with each other. I am often struck
with the insight that comes as students reflect on their actions as researchers.

One particular day’s reflecting process focused on the students’ realization that
much of the answers a researcher receives from a participant depend on the way a
question is framed or, for that matter, what question is asked or not asked. Feminist
researcher Oakley (1991) discussed a similar perspective on the constitution of
knowledge, emphasizing the researcher’s influences on what is known in research. These
students discuss the social construction of research topics, research questions, and
research ethics. We talk about transparency, intentionality, and the responsibility of the
researcher to maintain balance as they report outcomes and tell the story of the
participants in their own voices. Students accomplish this partly by personally
transcribing the interviews they conduct and by reporting themes supported by direct
quotations of the participants including mentees, conversation partners, and/or other
members of the community they may have included in the research project. They learn to
triangulate data by including semistructured interviews, direct active participation and
observations, and to review written documents, in their shared reflections with the class
(Kvale, 1996; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Morrison, 2001).

As a doctoral candidate/researcher, I used many of the same practices that the
students experienced as they worked on their research projects in the Relational Learning
course. Because our processes were similar, several of the students I worked with while
conducting interviews for my dissertation experienced the “other side” of the reflecting
processes that they had gone through, as researchers. I used a reflecting processes
approach in interviewing those who participated in my study, making a point to keep the
conversation open and sustainable. After the interviews, I invited mentors to continue
their conversations with me, literally on their interviews — within the document itself. I
sent them segments of the transcripts from our conversations, with my notes and
thoughts, and invited them to interact with them in any way they wished. They responded
in varying ways, but almost two-thirds of them chose to continue our conversation in
some form.

The reflecting processes have worked well as a frame for collecting and analyzing
data in this project as well as others (Morrison, 2001). Using the reflecting processes, the
students shared the transcriptions from their interviews with each other and invited
comments from those who had witnessed similar experiences and interviews. Those
comments became part of the data, which was included for analysis. Next, students
shared their interpretations and themes with each other, soliciting a second layer of
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responses. The back and forth nature of the reflections enriched the data and, ultimately,
the writing. Finally, they peer reviewed one another’s work, and made edits and
corrections while learning how to be purposeful in the writing process of another. By the
time the final papers reached me, they had had several sets of eyes on them and scores of
peer edits. I noticed that the writing improved with every version of writing and rewriting
they accomplished.

Offering an assignment which allowed the students to have a choice in their
research was important to me. I believe choice is critical in learning and in sustaining
motivation. In the Relational Learning class, a number of students have told me that they,
too, find having a choice in their work important and enjoyable. Contrasting it with other
classes she’s taken, Heather even said that she is “so used to having guidelines for
everything . . . [and is] so used to being told to do this, have this, and include this, blah-
blah-blah-blah,” that the ability to create her own project in class made doing the work
interesting and rewarding.

While this assignment has evolved, morphed, and continues to change, it remains
the foundation of the Relational Learning in Education course. It is an assignment which
allows students to explore a topic of importance to them, while working to write with
thoughtfulness and focus. Many of the mentors who have been successful in past
semesters attempt to quell the writing anxieties of those students new to the Relational
Learning in Education course by insuring them that “the paper writes itself”.

Building a Community of Relational Learners

This mentoring project — and the engagement and experiences that have come
from it — was not created overnight. It took time, dedication, hard work, openness to new
ideas, and a desire to make space for conversation, exploration, and learning. It has
evolved over the course of semesters and years, and continues to evolve and change. The
mentoring project has become a community of learners and a community of peers, where
relational learning and the building of relationships is central to the learning process.

As part of my dissertation research, one thing I asked participants to consider was
how they understood relational learning. Their responses took two forms, as they talked
about relational learning in terms of a class in which they participated and acted as
mentors, and as an idea, where they actively participated in learning and the building of
relationships. Emma described relational learning as “learning through the relationships
that you build with others and helping facilitate your learning through having
relationships with others and learning by doing, but also learning by having support from
other people around you.” Her description highlights the back and forth nature of a
relational approach to learning, and focuses on the importance of active engagement and
co-construction throughout the entire process. Mike summed it up simply, saying that
relational learning is “learning through empathy and learning through relationship . . .
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[or] learning through empathy and through contact with others, and it’s very socially
constructive”.

Part of the value - and magic - of this project has been how it has evolved and
changed. Just as this project was shaped by the diverse voices and interests of those who
were a part of this community, other mentoring projects will be influenced by and grown
from the unique voices present in them.

Finding Value in Reflecting Processes and Relational Learning

During the course and throughout the interviews conducted, we learned that many
of the mentors found the approaches used to be beneficial, in a variety of ways. Mike
speaks to the value of relational learning and, specifically, using it as an approach to
education, as these ways of being invite the participation of future educators into a larger
conversation about the possibilities for education in the future. He said,

When I think of relational learning several thoughts come to mind. My initial thoughts

[are] about the strong relationships I made during my tenure as a mentor with others

involved in the program. The relationships were founded on the passion for education

and helping our fellow man even though we came from vastly different walks of life. We

did not always agree on the means to achieve our goals inside the education system.

However, we were always willing to listen, which seems to have been lost on the

bureaucratic side of education. The beauty of relational learning is [that] it showed the

potential which education as a system can become when involving those who are already

teachers with those aspiring to join the profession.

He goes on to describe the usefulness of using reflecting processes to foster
listening for the purpose of hearing his peers, saying:

1t is the most helpful process, which we engaged in weekly, was when we would let one
person speak and the others would listen and reflect upon their words, then those who
were listening would speak about what they heard and the individual who originally
spoke listened and wrestled with their comments. It is a humbling experience to listen to
someone and not counter their point of view if you have objections. It is the kind of
communication and values the education subcommittee at the state department would
benefit to have with educators.

Mike’s sentiments were shared by a number of other mentors, who also
commented on how their participation in the mentoring project helped them to be better
able to hear others and allow space in their conversations for a genuine dialogue.

Mentors also commented about how the relationships they built within their
mentoring community allowed them to be open with each other and discuss each other’s
perspectives - even if they did not always agree with those perspectives. Gergen (2009)
looks to the possibilities that can open when education focuses on relationships as
opposed to individuals, we enter a new world of possibility. Our concern shifts from what
is taking place “within minds” to our life together. And within this space of collaborative
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meaning-making, we can appreciate our multiple traditions and their various potentials.
Further, we can ask about the kind of world we wish to create for the future —both locally
and globally. When education is sensitive to relationship, we realize that in terms of
future well-being, “we are all in it together (p. 269).”

Challenges in Mentoring and Relational Learning Experiences

Even though this project has experienced quite a bit of success, there have also
been many challenges and challenging situations that have come along. While some of
these challenges presented as difficult experiences, many of the challenges were also
viewed, overall, as positive. These challenges and opportunities for growth manifested in
the relationships mentors made with other mentors, as well as with their mentees.

There were challenges related to the implementation and logistics of the course,
itself, as well. In creating the course, it had to be approved by more than one curriculum
committee, as well as various administrators — making it a lengthy, time-consuming
process. Less-formalized (i.e., non-credit options for participation) may be easier and
faster to implement, but for-credit courses do go through multiple levels of scrutiny
before they are approved and scheduled to run. Another challenge is one posed by
students’ schedules and commitments. As an elective (i.e., not required for degree
completion) course, students who enrolled in the Relational Learning course needed to
feel certain that they had the additional time to devote to the course — often while
juggling other responsibilities including part- or full-time jobs; families; and regular, full-
time course loads. Finally, there is also the challenge of cost. As a for-credit, university
course, there is a three-credit hour tuition fee associated with it. If a student is taking part-
time courses, or enrolls in courses over the “full time” threshold where tuition is set (i.e.,
enrollment in 11 — 16 credit hours is the same fee; additional credit hours would incur an
additional fee), it may be difficult for students to commit to enrolling in the course and,
as a result, needing to come up with the additional tuition money to pay for a course that
is not required for degree completion. Finally, there is the challenge of keeping the
opportunities and curriculum of the Relational Learning course fresh and relevant to
students (although, we believe, it is a good challenge to have). Because of the relational
nature of this course, as well as my desire to work with students to create positive and
relevant experiences, there is a lot of time and planning that goes into creating
connections for and setting up mentoring and relational learning opportunities and
investing in the success and growth of the mentors. The need to be flexible, to listen to
students’ suggestions, and to be willing to try out new things — and to let go of things that
are not working — is challenging but also rewarding, as it leads to ever-changing, ever-
growing interpretations of the mentoring project and the Relational Learning course.
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Conclusions

All of the information in this chapter has been provided to describe the foundation
upon which the Relational Learning class and the peer-mentoring project were built. It
was a process that involved time, commitment, dedication, openness to new ideas and
directions, and the desire to create space for learning, exploration, and conversation. We
continue to offer the opportunity to students who wish to participate. The course
continues to evolve as the desires of new mentors are heard. Project options have also
evolved, and currently include the option to develop a grant proposal. The mentors who
have chosen this option have learned to write grants to support work they have done in
the inner city schools. Kristen and I have shared our experiences with departments within
the university and with programs outside of the university, through conversations and
conference presentations. Most recently, Kristen has developed and will be offering an
online workshop on mentoring, grounded in the advice she received from the mentors
during her interviews.

As I wrote earlier, it feels odd to write about any part of the course as if it is my
idea alone. For us, relational learning has been a way to learn, share, teach, build,
connect, and understand. The opportunity to do all of these things has come from a
commitment to intentionally create space for exploration and conversation. We have
shared our experiences across the U.S. and in a couple of other countries. When they can,
the mentors join us to tell our relational learning story. We hope that it is a story that will
continue for a very long time.
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Co-Creating Joyful Learning and Augmenting Social Skills
in Children by Employing Creative Drama

Charru Sharma

In modern societies, schooling has been institutionalized as a formal setting for
the training of human mind. As such it assumes the status of an important developmental
task for a growing child and constitutes a site for interaction between an individual and
society. The aspirations and demands of society at any point of time get reflected in the
pattern of schooling, which in turn shapes the societal demands. The ideals and choices of
society, therefore, are crucial for the structuring of its school system. India as one of the
rapidly developing countries of modern world aspires to train its future citizens as
competent persons skilled for diverse professional competencies. Under the influence of
various changes in the social milieu including job market, life is becoming more
specialized and mechanized. Concomitantly the teaching-learning process is becoming
more and more complex. Lives of children as a result are found to be taxing and stressful.
The teachers, parents and students often realize that the entire process of schooling is
becoming distasteful. The growing incidence of mental health problems in school
children is correlated with the school stress. There is evidence that stress can be reduced
by providing active and involved participation of children in school (Dutta, 1996; Kapur,
1997; Mukhopadhyaya & Kumar, 1999).

This study endeavoured to make children’s school learning joyful, productive and
humane without compromising its quality through the use of Creative Drama (CD). The
research involved grade three students studying in two schools in the same local area for
a period of two years and six months. Children from one school constituted the
intervention group, that participated in the CD workshops and the other group was not
exposed to CD was the control group. Creativity and problem solving tasks were used to
assess the impact of CD on the social and cognitive development of children. In order to
frame this work in a conceptual perspective we will begin by examining the relevant
theoretical and sociocultural aspects related to schooling, engaged learning and CD.

Indian Schooling: Traditional to Contemporary
The idea of education in India has traditionally been conceptualized as the process
of emancipation or liberation from all kinds of sufferings (sa vidya ya vimuktaye).
Knowledge is conceived to be an empowering experience, which helps the person as well
as society to realize their goals (Misra, 2002). Education traditionally meant to enable an
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individual to proceed towards light from darkness and towards immortality from
mortality (Tamasoma Jyotirgamaya, Mrutyorma Amrityamgamaya). Education is the
means for self-realization and self-expression. It helps in bringing out the best in a
person. In brief, it promotes physical, intellectual, social, emotional and spiritual
development of children (Mohanty, 1994). In order to disseminate knowledge, the
process of schooling in India has gone through several phases, starting with the oral
tradition (Altekar, 1965). Since Vedic period (ca./750-500 BCE), memorization
contemplation, and meditation are used as key learning strategies. While memorization
constituted the dominant pedagogical practice, interpretation, and dialogue had their
place and offered considerable space for creativity (Rao, 2005). The educational system
aimed at developing students’ personality by eulogizing the sense of self-respect, by
encouraging the feeling of self-confidence, by inculcating the virtue of self-restraint and
by fostering the powers of judgment. It laid stress on the social duties and promoted
social efficiency (Altekar, 1957; Raina & Srivastava, 1999).

India also has a strong tradition of performative art. Drama and dramaturgical
analysis have a long history in the cultural life both at the theoretical and practical levels.
Their practice was flexible, interactive and life oriented. Texts were important but the
context and performance were equally important. Theatre (Natya) was the center of focus
of all artistic activity since the times of sage Bharat who has analyzed in what is known
as the “Natya Shastra”, which was written during the period between 200 BCE and 200
CE. It is said that natya includes everything in its fold. It could blend any branch of art or
craft.

Theatre helps visualization of human experiences in a concrete and meaningful form. It
draws elements from all available sources to achieve the desired results. (Varadpande,
1979, p. 10).

Achievements in the domains of sculpture, poetry, drama etc. illustrate the close

linkages between the text and context. As a matter of fact, the archaic system of
imparting learning in India- the gurukul system where teachers and students lived
together had a strong component of practical learning. This tradition was marginalized
during the colonial period when the British actively introduced measures destroying the
indigenous pattern of learning. Interestingly British came to India at a point when India
had a larger literacy rate than that of England. Tragically when the British left India, a
large part of the Indian masses was illiterate (Dharampal, 1983). India, that was a
learning society, on the eve of its political independence suffered from mass illiteracy.
The British rule created subservience among Indians and as a result there emanated a
distance between the rulers and the ruled. The education system was not aloof from the
culture of distance wherein the taught and the teacher were at different platforms. In
order for the British to establish a subservient society, education had to depart from a
knowledge paradigm to that of memorization skills. Kumar (1991, p. 14) points out that,
“the presence of British knowledge or curriculum (as embodied in the textbook) played a
prominent role in perpetuating rote learning”.
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Pedagogy during the British period appears to have been pulled towards two different
directions. On the one hand, memorization and repetition suited the British
administration since this kind of learning cultivated subservient, obedient and efficient
colonized citizens. On the other hand, the British wanted to produce educated persons
similar to themselves. With this goal in mind, they introduced modern curriculum and
pedagogy. However, their attempts at educational reform were not successful and the
reason perhaps was that the method introduced was not consonant with traditional

pedagogy.(Clarke, 2001, p. 44).

Well-planned measures were taken for the revival of the lost education system.
Education reforms were carried out prominently by Mahatma Gandhi who introduced the
concept of Buniyadi Talim (Basic Education) emphasizing participative and action based
learning. Pedagogically it subscribes to the view that children’s learning new skills and
acquiring knowledge depends on their will to learn, on their appreciation of their
teacher’s effort and on their skill to work in groups. Rabindra Nath Tagore and Gijubhai,
built institutional models based on teaching that respects children’s will to learn and their
active participation in the learning process (Kumar, 1997). There were other initiatives
taken up by Zakir Husain, Krishnamurti and Aurbindo (Pathak, 2002; Shotton, 1998;

Sinha, 2005).

Learning by Doing

There is research evidence that knowledge acquires deeper roots when children
participate as active members in the process of learning. Passive classroom learning can
make children as storehouses of information that do not add to their schematic framework
unless there is engaged learning. Developmental theorists like Piaget, Vygotsky and
Rogoff have emphasized the acquisition of knowledge through active involvement of the
child. Piaget focused on the active involvement of the child in individual terms while
playing with certain objects and making sense of the world through that activity.
Knowledge according to Piaget was a processor or repertoire of actions rather than an
inventory of stored information (Thomas, 1992).

In his early writings, Piaget provided the convincing argument that individual
development in resolving cognitive conflicts is facilitated by cooperation between peers.
Some of Piaget’s (1928/1977) statements about the mechanisms of social influence have
parallels in Vygotsky’s theory. For example, “one might suppose that it is the individual
that holds the truth up against society, but individual independence is a social fact, a
product of civilization” (p. 220). Piaget’s statements to the effect that reflection is
internalized dialogue resemble Vygotsky’s chief principle that higher mental functions
are internalized from social interaction: “Reflection is an internal discussion . . . In social
conflict is born discussion, first simple dispute, then discussion terminating in a
conclusion. It is this last action which, internalized and applied to oneself, becomes
reflection” (cited in Rogoff, 1990).

As per the Piagetian approach, teachers are not viewed as being a source of
knowledge expected to fill their pupils’ minds. Nor is the teacher someone pleasant who
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simply displays equipment and materials in the classroom and then stands back while
children explore the objects on their own. Instead, the teacher is expected to achieve a
proper balance between actively guiding or directing children’s thinking patterns and
providing opportunities for children to engage in active exploration by themselves
(Thomas, 1992).

Vygotskian approach focus more on the role of children as active participants in
their own development. Children seek, structure, and even demand the assistance of those
around them in learning how to solve problems of all kinds. They actively observe social
activities, participating as they can. Vygotsky suggested that development occurs in play,
which is the “leading activity” (the central goal) in development during the preschool
years, from 3 to 7. Vygotsky emphasized the affective and motivational aspects of play,
suggesting that in play children enjoy ignoring the ordinary uses of objects and actions in
order to subordinate them to imaginary meanings and situations. Rogoff (1990)
emphasizes that children’s cognitive development is embedded in the context of social
relationships. She posits that when children are assisted by guidance in activities, it helps
them to understand new situations and they are better equipped to manage problem
solving.

Ideally, the order of the classroom should emerge through collaboration. In significant

degree, this can be accomplished by shifting from monologue to dialogue as the primary

form of teaching (Gergen, 2009, p. 248).

It is crucial therefore to provide opportunities for children to socially interact with
each other even in the school learning experiences. Learning together, taking collective
decisions, solving problems as a group require sharing, cooperation, understanding and
empathy on part of the group members. The joyless pedagogical exchange that is
prevalent in the majority of Indian schools can be altered by incorporating play in the
form of CD. There is an inbuilt element of exploration, cooperation, creativity, problem
solving, imagination, social interaction and responsibility in CD. The study conducted
employed CD and explored its impact on the social and cognitive development of
primary school children.

Creative Drama (CD)

We will first describe Creative Drama and how it has been used with children
across the world. Slade (1954) published his book Child Drama, based on
experimental work he had been conducting for twenty years. He said that child drama is
an art form in its own right; it is not an activity that has been invented by someone, but it
is the actual behavior of human beings. The word drama comes from the Greek word dro
- “I do, I struggle.” In drama — i.e. by doing and struggling — the child discovers life and
self through emotional and physical attempt, and then through repetitive practice evolves
into, which is dramatic play. The personal experiences are exciting and can develop into
group experiences.
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CD is created by a group of children, guided, but not directed by the
teacher/leader as stated by Ward (1960). It is always played and acted on the basis of
spontaneous dialogue and action, and is never written down because written plays
become formal scripts to be memorized. Informal drama may be created from a story, a
poem, an experience, a historical event, or an idea. Creative dramatics is not for the
talented few nor its purpose to entertain an audience. Participation is all that is important,
and the experience of the child who lacks talent is often as fruitful and as enjoyable as
that of the child with marked dramatic ability.

According to the definition formulated by the Children’s Theatre Association of
America, CD is an improvisational, non-exhibitional, process-centered form of drama in
which participants are guided by a leader to imagine, enact and reflect upon human
experiences. Although CD traditionally has been used with children and young people,
the process is appropriate for all ages.

One of the most frequently stated aims of education today is the maximal growth
of the child both as an individual and as a member of society. In McCaslin’s (1984) view,
the aim of modern curriculum is to develop basic skills in which reading, writing,
arithmetic, science, social studies, and the arts are stressed; to develop and maintain good
physical and mental health; to enhance one’s ability to think; to clarify values and
communicate beliefs and hopes; to develop an understanding of beauty, using various
media such as words, color, sound and movement; to grow creatively and thus experience
one’s own creative powers. Many of these objectives of modern curriculum are shared by
the process of CD in particular, creativity and aesthetic development; the ability to think
critically; social growth and the ability to work cooperatively with others; the
enhancement of communication skills; the development of moral and spiritual values and
knowledge of one’s self.

The significance of arts education in the holistic development of children has been
demonstrated by Geoghegan (1994) who reported that children’s lack of arts education
inhibits their ability to communicate ideas spontaneously, respond with feeling, and
discern quality from commercial junk. Role-playing helped students express themselves
creatively and build community in a “tribal”, cooperative-learning setting. Shamala
(1997) has proposed a conceptual model that integrates art education activities with that
of language learning activities, so that the teacher can ensure child-centered joyful
learning of language. Children do develop confidence and master language competence
through group work and interaction.

Very few studies, however, deal with developmental outcomes of drama among
young children. In an important study, Smilansky (1968) studied two groups of
disadvantaged children in kindergarten school, one exposed to opportunities for what she
terms “socio-dramatic play” and the other without such opportunities. She found that
children who had exposure to socio-dramatic play had more highly developed skills in
the social, cognitive, emotional, imaginative and language areas. Both Smilansky’s study
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(1968) and Rosen’s replication (1974) with culturally disadvantaged preschoolers show
that practice in socio-dramatic play improves role-taking skills, as well as problem-
solving behavior and cooperation.

The role of drama in the development of social constructs in children has been
empirically confirmed by various researches. Fink’s (1976) extensive study suggests that
drama activities for preschoolers lead to development of what he calls “social
perspectivism”-the ability to comprehend the various social relations inherent in a
situation involving a group of individuals. Play appears to be important in the
development of novel, adaptive behavior as well as in the socialization and practice of
established skills (Lancy, 1980; Vandenberg, 1980). For example, a study with third-
graders from various ethnic backgrounds noted that children benefited most from
collaborative writing as they balanced their planning and revising activities with playful
approaches (Daiute & Dalton, 1993).

Greater involvement in dramatic play increases the role-taking ability of four-
year-olds (Burns & Brainerd, 1979). Role playing a story not only results in a greater
understanding of cause and effect, but also of the motivations and emotional responses of
the characters since, children who role-play focus more on the psychological and
character-oriented events of the story than the physical ones (Galda, 1984). In an
interesting study, Jomon (1996) noted that children exposed to a creative environment
and methodology took up further responsibilities. CD provides a rich, stimulating and
creative environment for children. Guss (2005) examined the aesthetic, reflective and
cultural dimensions in children’s dramatic playing, confirming that drama-aesthetic
interaction in early childhood drama is, in fact, social intervention.

By using sociodrama with preschool students, Deanna Marie Pecaski McLennan
(2010) found that the students had experienced incredible growth in their ability to
explore and problem solve within the workshops. By providing students with legitimate,
complex, and nonlinear approaches for personal exploration and expression, the
individuality of students is valued as they become empowered through sociodrama, a
powerful agent of change for today’s preschool.

The studies indicate the potential of drama to recreate the social order and to
challenge the existing patterns of the social network within the classroom setup. CD helps
unfold the latent endowments of children in a playful manner. The empirical evidence
highlights the impact of CD on the social development of children. It provides an
opportunity for children to understand human relationships as they enact a variety of
characters and can thus be used as a tool for social intervention. It can be an effective
mode for interpersonal learning in the classroom and assist the improvement of peer
relations. Children can thus develop a means to cope and adjust with others in the society
and thus contribute to the society in the best possible way.

The preceding overview reveals the necessity to bring joy to the classrooms and
to foster creativity in children. As supported earlier on the current pedagogical practices
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promote attainment of information rather than acquisition of knowledge making children
live under constant pressure and score high in the examinations based on rote
memorization. On the contrary classroom interaction should be such that promotes co-
construction of knowledge by all the participants involved in the learning process, i.e.
both students and teachers. In order to transform the classroom into an engaging and
stimulating space for children, innovative means of teaching should be employed. CD is
one such mode by which we can capture the interest of children and develop their
creative abilities to the fullest.

The empirical evidence suggests the need to include innovative strategies in the
classroom processes. It has highlighted how CD can be instrumental in making learning
more meaningful and a creative endeavor for children. CD provides opportunities for
children to enhance their cognitive and social abilities. While teaching as we know it
does not provide space for dialogue between teachers and students, CD offers an
opportunity for a dialogic learning process. Children engaged in CD realize that learning
is not passive consumption, but requires active involvement (Sharma, 2014). Children
become more aware and observant; develop concentration and problem solving skills.
Children become better communicators; group interaction is also enhanced as children
constantly share ideas, thoughts and feelings with their mates. An understanding of
human feelings and relationships develops in children when they portray a variety of
characters. The research described further down studied the impact of CD on the
cognitive and social abilities of primary school children. The present paper focuses on
one of such abilities, that of ‘cooperation’.

The Present Study

The pedagogic exchange in classrooms offers exceedingly few opportunities for
children to build social skills and enhance creativity. The focus of the teachers is on the
subject matter comprising the curriculum. Even the curriculum is taught in a manner that
children have no agency in the teaching-learning process. They become mere recipients
of information from the teacher.The text books are constructed in such a way as to
prepare students to score well during the examinations. Education, thus has become a
mere tool of passing on information to the children without teaching them how to bridge
the gap between school learning and real life. CD in this research has been employed to
create harmony between learning and real life. It embraces the development of children
primarily as children participating in the myriad activities of CD i.e. theatre games, voice
and sound activities, rhythm and movements, mime, improvisations. The nature of CD
activities is such that they also provide the opportunity for children to participate in
individual as well as group activities.

The study was conducted to assess the impact of CD on the cognitive and social
development of primary school children. In order to achieve this goal a two pronged
strategy was used. First, children were followed up through a two and a half years CD
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intervention programme. Second, the theater experts working with children (n=13) were
interviewed using a semi structured interview schedule.

Methodology

The research was conducted in two primary state-run schools of Paschim Vihar
located in the northwest zone of Delhi. At the onset of the study, there were 80 children,
half of which belonged to the intervention group and the other half to the control group.
Out of the total number of children participating in the study, there were 43 girls and 37
boys. However the sample somewhat decreased over time owing to unforeseen factors
(e.g., transfer of parents), some children dropped out that had the replaced with new ones.
The mean age of both the groups was 7 years. Most of the children belonged to a middle
class background, fathers employed in the government or non-government sector and
mothers being housewives.

The participating children were from grade III through grade V in two state-run
schools. Group I was the intervention group that had children who participated in the CD
workshops and Group Il was the control group that had children who were not exposed
to CD. The study was longitudinal and involved assessment on five occasions after an
interval of six- eight months depending on the school schedule. There was a baseline and
an endline assessment for both groups while intermittently three assessments were carried
out. What was measured was children’s creativity and their ability for solving problems.
The intervention consisted of CD workshops provided to Group I for a period of two
years and six months.'. The intervention was incorporated in the proper school activity.
Creativity and problem solving tasks to assess children were selected after conducting a
pilot study to ensure their relevance.

Phase I Phase I Phase I Phase I
Number of 40 41 44 37
children
Observations (in 122 123 122 124
Hours)

Table 1: Details of the observations made during CD workshops
Note: The number of CD workshops and hours dedicated to them has varied across the different
phases due to changes / variation in the number of working days and holidays.

" The intervention was carried out upon the permission of school principals and class teachers.



Education as Social Construction 148

The impact of CD on verbal and non-verbal creativity in three domains i.e.,
elaboration, originality, and flexibility (Mehdi, 1973), in problem solving and in
scholastic achievement (in terms of performance in school examinations) was assessed on
five different occasions. The following measures were used to assess children for:

I. Creativity Tasks

a) Verbal- What will happen if

1) sugar starts growing on trees?

i1) a rope comes down from the sky?

b) Non-Verbal- Test of creativity by Bager Mehdi included three activities- Picture
Construction, Picture Completion, Triangles and Ellipses. The test intended to measure
the child’s ability to deal with figural content in a creative manner.

II. Problem Solving Tasks
a) Verbal

1) Solve a problem

i1) Picture Sequencing

b) Non-Verbal

1) Find the way

A baseline assessment of children’s development took place before conducting
the CD workshops. An end line assessment was conducted towards the end of the study.
The control group did not receive the CD intervention but performance on creativity and
problem solving tasks and school learning were assessed for comparison reasons. In order
to fulfil the objectives, intensive participant observations of children were made to track
the social and cognitive development of the intervention group of children. The
researcher maintained an observational record of children in a diary during the conduct of
each activity. Care was taken to record the general behavior and response of children to
each of the activities and also to record specific behavior of each child. Also in-depth
case profiles of five children belonging to the intervention group were drawn.

Analysis
The approach of the study was mainly qualitative and different aspects of
cognitive and social development were observed as children participated in CD
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workshops. The strategy was to follow the children systematically for a period of two
years and six month at different points of time. Observations made during the entire
course of study were studied in depth to evolve meaningful categories. Each of the
observations was then studied in detail and were placed in subcategories of two broad
categories i.e. Cognitive and Social Development. These broad categories were further
sub divided. The sub categories that emerged under social development were: Self and
Interactive. As part of this paper I will focus on one trait, that of Cooperation.
Cooperation- As defined for the purpose of this study it refers to working together or
coordinating with a shared understanding.

The observations made in Phase I prominently featured children as separate
entities and not as a group. They did not work collectively on tasks or support each other.
Cooperative skills among children were not visible among children in Phase I of CD
workshops. Children showed signs of competition rather than cooperation. Even in
activities involving group work, children would very soon approach the researcher for
seeking her intervention in resolving group conflicts. It was also observed that even when
children were not working in groups they would complain “ma’am yeh haath maar raha
hai” (ma’am he is hitting me with his hand), “ma’am yeh baat kar rahen hain” (ma’am
they are talking), “ma’am yeh bolte ja rahe hain” (ma’am they are continuously talking)
etc. In fact, children were always ready to blame each other and to point out each other’s
mistake or wrong doing.

By the time they entered Phase II, the researcher involved children in activities in
which children had to work together. Children were deliberately asked to pick up bags of
other children from the classroom in order to create space for conducting the workshop.
Since children were sitting on the rugs spread on the floor so they had to keep their bags
aside to empty the room. At times when some children were outside drinking water or
using the washroom, their bags were left on the rugs and the other children would not
bother to put them aside. This habit of picking up the bag of other children was gradually
developed which led to children to feel concerned and offer a helping hand to their peers
in clearing the space for CD workshops. Continuous group activities helped instill a
feeling of belongingness in children. At the earlier stage children making fun of each
other was a norm. If a child would say or do something unusual, they would laugh at
her/him. Gradually, this derogatory attitude was replaced by being supportive towards
others. On one occasion when Vaishali had lost her earring in the class, all the children
helped her find it. Comradeship had gradually become a practice with children.

In the Cat and Mouse activity during Phase III, a strong feeling of togetherness and
cooperation was observed. In this game some children formed a circle by holding hands,
and the rest of the children were divided in two groups, one group became cats and the
other became mice. All mice could move anywhere inside or outside the circle but cats had
to stay outside. Children who formed the circle helped to save the mice from the cats and
the cats would get together and hatch plans to catch the mice. During the activity, there was
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teamwork observed in each of the two groups of cats and mice. Each of their moves was a
group decision and a feeling of togetherness was visible. The barriers among children and
adjustment issues were no longer part of the group.

As part of an activity children were taught to make face masks, they shared the
chart paper and other stationery with others. A child who didn’t have a chart paper was
offered one by another child who asked the researcher “ma’am yeh chart paper nahi laye,
hum inhe de dein?” (ma’am she has not brought the chart paper can I give her?). When
they had all made masks and had to put them on, children happily tied each other’s string.
All children helped each other to wear their mask. Even during the daily recess the
researcher had helped develop the habit of eating together as a group rather than eat alone
or in various small groups. It was overwhelming to see children share their lunch with
others especially offering to those who did not bring food from home. Archit, a child
coming from a low income family did not normally bring food to eat during recess. A
boy Naman, used to bring one extra chapatti (bread) that he daily offered Archit. It was
very uplifting to see this beautiful friendship blossom.

Figure 1. Creating a balancing chair
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Good cooperation among children also led to better understanding and
coordination as they participated in drama activities. Children were now as a unit, a
positive change that was visible in Phase IV of the workshops. Children even taught their
peers and helped them practice in order to teach them something they found difficult to do.
Like in the gibberish activity, some children could not produce the sounds so others
practiced with them to finally make them learn. This was a good example of collaborative
learning. Children could comfortably share objects, ideas, stationery, lunch with their peers.
The concept of apologizing to peers for a mistake was absent in the group until now. In this
phase, children not only realized their mistakes but even sincerely said “sorry” to anyone
they hurt even if unintentionally.

Figure 2. Enacting an accident scene

Children were more than willing to offer help to others. As seen when one day an
improvisation had to be presented which was discussed on the previous day, there were
two children who were absent on the day of the presentation so two other children
promptly offered to replace them. In a body movement exercise children had to work in
pairs. One child had to curve his body backwards and his partner had to support him. It
was the mutual cooperation of children that lead to an amazingly good response. Children
adjusted themselves and accommodated others as they worked towards creative ventures.
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Phase I Phase I1 Phase II1 Phase IV
¢Children were *Group activities ¢Children were ¢Children would
more competitive helped instill a very supportive help and teach their
than cooperative. feeling of towards others. peers if they had a
belongingness. problem in an
activity.
¢There were a lot ¢If a child needed
of group conflicts.  ¢Derogatory something, others
attitude of making came forward to <¢Shared objects,
fun  of  others help. “ma’am ye ideas, stationery,
+Often kept gradually chart paper nahi lunch with peers.
complaining, transformed in a laye, hum de
“ma’am ye bat kar  supportive attitude. dein?”’(ma’am she
rahe hain” (ma’am has not brought *They would
they are talking). chart paper, can I realize their

*Were prompt to
blame others.

*Started
each other.

helping

give her?).

¢Children
sit  together in
recess and shared
food.

would

+If some one’s bag
was left on the
floor many children
came forward to
keep it aside.

mistake and accept
it.

¢ Apologized if
they hurt another
child even if
inadvertently.

Table 2.Cooperation: Prominent observations in each phase
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Conclusive Comments

The routine teaching-learning process kills the elements of creativity in children.
The teacher child interaction is confined to the school books. The text binds them
together yet distances them in all possible ways. The methods of teaching used by the
majority of teachers are devoid of any type of challenge. Transmission of information
rather than experimentation and exploration characterizes the teaching-learning process
in most of the classrooms. Children are not encouraged to question but are only asked to
provide answers (Sharma, 2011).

Experiential learning is a crucial component of CD. The basic premise of drama
is ‘to do’ or ‘to act’. In CD, the child engages both mind and body in the process. CD acts
as a bridge connecting school experience and the real life. Children play, act and create
together with their peers not just in isolation. Drama is a social art wherein the
participants interact with their co-participants. It engages one or more than one person in
it. When participating in CD, children get an opportunity to interact and co-create with
their peers leading thus to social participation and assimilation. Drama is typically a
social and interpersonal activity.

This study is a pioneering step in the Indian context to introduce CD in the state-
run primary classroom and systematically assess it’s impact through longitudinal
analysis. The passage of two years and six months in which the study was conducted
witnessed a remarkable change in the social skills of the participant children. They
became a cohesive whole through various social skills that they cultivated in their
participation in CD workshops. Children developed empathy, cooperation, trust, freedom
to express, communication skills, group interaction. Discipline was improved too. As
children take part in CD activities, they improvise in a wide range of situations and
identify with a myriad of characters. Children become better equipped to deal with
situations, people, relationships not just during the role play situations in CD workshops
but also outside the classroom. A child who can see can empathize with a visually
impaired child when he/she participates in an activity that involves the visual sense
organ. When children feel the space with their eyes closed, or in many other such
activities, they get a feeling of what it means being visually impaired. CD takes the
children to those unexplored areas of life and make them sensitive towards others in
society and towards life in general.

In our intervention the focus of the pedagogic exchange has shifted from rote
memory to experiential learning through integrating CD as a mode of teaching. Such a
pedagogical approach can lead towards transformation of lived experience for children.
Schools are considered temples of knowledge and therefore the challenge for the teachers
and the teacher trainers lies in promoting innovative ways for children to gain knowledge
not just based on witten texts but meaningful to their own lives. CD has immense
potential to enhance the social and cognitive abilities of children using a range of
experiential activities. The world needs more humanity, humility, empathy and CD is a
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powerful means which can create a better future, a world that has more compassionate
and sensitive people.
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Changing the world one verb at a time

Collaborating with teachers in schools in Mexico City

Sylvia London

I have been a collaborative-dialogical practitioner for more than 20 years. My
main identity is as a therapist, but I also work as consultant, trainer, supervisor and coach.
In 1998 my colleagues and I founded Grupo Campos Eliseos,' an independent institute in
Mexico City, affiliated to The Houston Galveston Institute in Texas. Since the creation of
Grupo Campos Eliseos fifteen years ago, my colleagues and I have shared collaborative
and social constructionist ideas in many fields, including training psychotherapists,
university faculty and, more recently, teachers, coaches and business consultants. In this
chapter I will talk about the ideas that inform our work and will use a short story to
illustrate their application in schools.

Our Philosophical Stance

Following Harlene Anderson’s ideas, (1997, 2007) our collaborative approach to
education is based on a collection of practical philosophical assumptions.This patchwork
includes pieces of postmodern and contemporary hermeneutic philosophies, social
construction and dialogue theories.These assumptions provide an alternative language
that, in turn, provide a particular orientation to educational practices in which students are
actively and intimately engaged in their learning and have a voice in determining and
evaluating the what and how of it. Inspired in Anderson’s ideas (1997) and adapted to the
work in schools, the question that leads the design of my work is :

How can profesionals create the type of relationships and conversations that invite all

the paticipants in the educational community to access and put into practice their

resources, strengths and creativity in order to generate together possibilities, where none
seemed to exist before?

Our aim is to create a collaborative learning community (Anderson, 1998, 2000,
in press; Anderson & Swim, 1993, 1995; Fernandez, London & Rodriguez, 2006) where
all membres are included, valued and appreciated; a space where there is room for all
voices and where all feel a sense of commitment and belonging. In this community, we

" Grupo Campos Eliseos founders are Elena Fernandez, Margarita Tarragona and Sylvia London; Irma
Rodriguez directs the Grupo Campos Eliseos Clinic at La Casa de los Nifios de Palo Solo, IAP.
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invite participants to acces their sense of hope, care and concern for themselves and their
fellow human beings.

My interest in working in schools

For many years the main focus of my work has been clinical. As a
psychotherapist, I have spent most of my time in my office working with individuals and
families. Given the fact that [ have worked with children and have had close connections
with schools, families who were concerned about bullying incidents in schools began
seeking my consultation. Working with children who have been identified as victims and
their families was facilitated by the fact that there was an identified problem. In addition,
both children and parents were motivated to look for help in aleviating the pain of
bullying and to develop relational strategies for survival in the school arena. On the other
hand, I have also worked with the children identified as “bullies.” In these cases, the
work was more challenging. Most often, the referrals were mandated by the school
following a violent incident. There was very little motivation on the part of the child or
the family to change, and in these instances the work in my office was almost useless.
Reflecting upon these clinical experiences, and based on our years of experience as
collaborative practitioners and University faculty, we realized that in order to be effective
in fostering change, the work had to take place within the school system, creating
collaborative learning communities where we could include students, teachers, parents
and school personnel. In this chapter I will share an example of the work we are currently
doing in schools.

The story2

As part of the School Consultation Team at Grupo Campos Eliseos,” I received a
phone call from a school psychologist who had been a student in one of our workshops.
She worked in a large private school and was requesting a conference on bullying for
parents of children attending their grammar school. In order to make a decision regarding
her request, I asked her if the teachers and school personnel had information regarding
bullying, especially ways to deal with the phenomena in their classrooms. I also asked her
what the school policies regarding bullying incidents were. She told me that the school
personnel knew very little about bullying and that the school had not developed policies
yet. She said that the school was interested in offering a conference for the parents as the

2 A different version of this case appears in London, S. (2104) Udvikling af et skolefaelleskab baseret pa
anerkendesele og styrker, Fortaelling fra Sylvia London, ekstern skoleudvilingskonsulent i Mexico in
Haslebo, G & Emmerstend Lund, G., Relationsudvikling i skolen, Relationel Pedagogik, Denmark.

® Marifer Benanbib and Sylvia London are members of The School Consultation Team at Grupo Campos
Eliseos.
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first step. Her request worried me and I told her that I did not think it was a good idea to
gather the parents and talk to them about bullying before the teachers had some training
regarding the phenomena. In my experience, at the end of the conference the parents were
going to ask the school at large, and the teachers in particular, questions like: What are
you doing in your school and in your classroom to address the problem? or, My son or
daughter has been bullied in your school for the last year, what are you doing about it,
how are you going to help her? I finished the call telling the school psychologist that I
could not give the lecture, but would be happy to meet with her and the school Principal
to talk about the school and their needs. A few months later, they called me again and
said, “After we talked to you a few months ago, we went ahead and scheduled the
conference for parents, can you please come and talk to us?” By then, the school had
created a complicated relationship with the parents and were asking for help.

The Relationship

We scheduled a meeting and asked the school psychologist to invite the school
personnel who had influence in the design of the school environment and the
implementation of school discipline. We met with the Principal, the psychologists and the
two main vice-principals. After initial introductions and greetings, we asked the
following questions:

What do you think will be important for us to know about your school?

What would you like to know about us and our work?

We had an interesting conversation regarding the school, its special challenges
and characteristics. We also talked about our approach to school consultation in general
and bullying in particular. The Principal and his staff were concerned about the school
environment, the bullying incidents and the lack of abilities and information the teachers
had in dealing with these situations. They were also interested in providing their teachers
with specific training to develop classroom management skills and interventions. As
consultants we had the following challenge:

How can we address the school demands regarding intervention and techniques for

handling bullying situations and, at the same time, honor our philosophical stance where

our focus is on developing relationships and conversations that foster alternative ways of
listening and speaking among all the members of the school community?

Having this challenge in mind, we proposed a training program for teachers and
school personnel using a combination of ideas from traditional theories of bullying,
positive psychology, solution focused therapy and appreciative inquiry, all under the
umbrella of collaborative practices.

Our guiding question, inspired by Harlene Anderson (1997) was:

How can professionals create the kind of conversations and relationships that invite all

the participants in the educational community (teachers, parents, students and all school

personnel) into a mutual appreciation where every person can access and use his/her
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strengths, resources and creativity to develop possibilities where none seem to exist

before?

Following our philosophical stance, our main goal as consultants was to create a
collaborative learning community (Anderson, 1998); a space where all members of the
school felt connected and had a sense of belonging. This included teachers,
administrators and other school personnel, especially those who work with students on a
daily basis. The questions that directed our work during this initial phase were inspired
by the words of Norwegian psychiatrist, Tom Andersen (1995), Who do you talk with?
When? Where ? and About what?

I offer this long and detailed description of the creation of the relationship with
the school because in our experience the most important part of the work as a consultant
is done in this initial phase. The way you begin, how you meet and greet people, opens
possibilities to create the framework for a collaborative process and design that includes
the voices of all the important stakeholders and the philosophy and values of the
institution, as well as those of the consultants.

The Creation of the Consultation Project: One conversation leads to the next

Following our philosophical stance, where one conversation leads to another, this
first meeting with the principals, where we talked about their needs and our philosophical
stance, led to an initial proposal that included a year-long consultation process for the
school personnel. In converation with the school administrators and psychologists, the
program was tailored to the schools needs, schedule and budget. The program began with
a two-day retreat that included teachers and school administrators.

Preparing the stage

In order to create a collaborative learning community and introduce the ideas and
the culture of hope and care, we began our training program with a two-day intensive
retreat at the beginning of the school year. All the teachers in the Grammar school were
invited to participate. Each teacher received a letter of invitation that included a
description of the workshop. The letter also invited the teachers to take the VIA Signature
Strength Questionnaire online (www.authentichappiness.com) and bring to the opening
workshop the results of the test. Taking a questionnaire that emphasizes individual
strengths fostered the teachers” curiosity and provided an unusual framework to look at
their own resources; this became the first step to look at the strengths and resources
available in the school and in the classroom.

Conversations and Relationships that make a difference

We were confronted with the challenge of addressing the school request of
offering teachers a training on bullying prevention and intervention, while honoring our
belief that the change in a school environment is possible only when there is a
community that values participants, giving them a voice. We decided to follow Gregory
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Bateson’s (1972) idea from the familiar to the newnessand begin the creation of the
learning community with an exercise. We invited all participants to voice the meaning of
the word “bullying.”

The guiding question for the exercise was:

When you hear the word bullying, what are the ideas, memories and images that
come to mind?

I(we) asked them to Please write them on a piece of paper and then share them
with their neighbors.The exercise provided the participants the opportunity to reflect
upon their personal history with the word and their personal experiences through words
and images. Participants first reflected individually and then in small groups. As the
groups started to exchange ideas, there was an atmosphere of care and curiosity in
listening and sharing personal stories. After twenty minutes we asked the different small
groups to share some stories and then share the experience of talking about the subject.
Finally, we gathered, from the stories, some definitions of the word bullying and how it
affects experiences in human interactions in general and for teachers in particular. The
group as a whole was very engaged in the activity; personal stories were shared and,
with the stories, feelings of care and compassion were in the air. At the end of the
exercise we offer a formal definition of bullying that included all the elements that the
group of teachers had already offered. In this exercise, teachers realised how much they
already knew about bullying in theory and in experience. They were able to create their
own definition that included all the elements of the formal definition and were able to
exchange ideas as a collaborative learning community. At the end of the exercises we
asked each group to formulate some specific questions about what they wanted to know
regarding bullying for prevention and intervention. This exercise at the beginnig of the
retreat created an atmosphere of belonging and connection to the training program. Our
theoretical presentations and information regarding bullying were tailored to the group
curiosities and interests. At the same time, we were able as facilitators to have
information about the group that helped us design together the contents and processes
for the year. Also, the teachers reported feeling engaged and interested. Building on the
theory of bullying , we began to use the slogan, “We are ok, if everybody is
ok,’(London, 2014) inviting teachers to pay attention first to themselves, their
relationship with their colleagues, the institution and their students. Our intention was to
create a community that moves from “indifference to commitment.”

After sharing information regarding bullying as a social and community
phenomena (London & Benabib, 2013), we were ready to invite the teachers to work in
pairs using the information and experience they had while taking the VIA signature
strengths questionnaire. The exercise was organized using the following instructions
created by Pawelski( 2007).

In pairs , please take turns as speaker and listener.

The speaker:
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Share with your partner a situation in your life where you were able to use your
personal strengths. Describe the situation with as much detail as you can. Help the
listener experience with you the nature of the situation.

The listener:

Listen carefully without asking questions or interrupting the flow of the story. At
the end of the story, make comments and questions that help the speaker savor his or her
story.

At the end, take some time to talk about each other’s strengths and the way they
were used in your personal story and exchange ideas regarding the overall experience of
speaking and listening.

The groups came back together and shared their stories and experiences with the
whole group. They commented that this exercise was very useful and at the same time
very challenging because they were not used to talking about their strengths; they said
they had a hard time bragging about what they do well in their life. On the other hand,
they were already thinking about ways they could use similar experiences with their
students in their classroom.

While the teachers were engaged in their paired exercises, we compiled the
strengths of the group. We talked about the type of organizations they create together and
to which they belong. We also talked about other ways they can use the information
regarding individual and group strengths to create working teams and peer consultation
groups. This exercise highlights the principle that the richness of an organization depends
on the collective strengths of the individuals that form it, as well as the capacity to value
those strengths and use them as needed by the organization. Teachers were very surprised
with the results and at the same time excited about the possibilities. After the exercise, we
shared some ideas from the research in positive psychology (Seligman, 2002, London,
2012) regarding ways to use strengths as resources in the organizations.

Strengths and resources in action: Using Exceptions and Numerical Scales

We invite teachers to take the VIA Signature Strength Questionnaire before the
workshop to help them develop a framework that focuses on strenghts. The opening
exercise highlights the difficulty of looking at strenghts in a culture of deficit. Thus, we
assumed that by looking at their own strengths, sharing them and listening to their
colleagues strengths, we could prepare teachers to look at their students’ resources.

Ideas from Solution Focus Therapy (O’Hanlon & Weiner Davis, 1990), based on
exceptions to the problem and the use of numerical scales, helped teachers develop
counter-cultural ideas towards problematic behaviors.

The principles that guide Solution Focused Therapy include:

e People, (teachers, parents and students) have resources to solve their problems.
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e Change is constant and inevitable. The work of the teacher is to identify and
amplify change.

e In most cases it is not necessary to know too much about a problem to solve it.

e [t is not necessary to know the origin or the function of the problem in order to
solve it.

e Only a small change is needed. Change in one part of the system can foster
change in other parts of the system.

e People define their own objectives and goals.

e Change can be fast.

e There is no one way to see the problem. Different points of view can be equally
valid.

e Pay attention to what is possible and changeable and not to what is impossible and
unchangeable.

Exceptions and scales

The principles above mentioned allowed us to look for exceptions to the
problematic behaviors and to help teachers look for strengths and talents. Searching for
exceptions, especially in situations where a teacher has a very hard time with a student’s
behavior, becomes an interesting tool that allows the teacher to relate to a particular
student in a different fashion.

Some ideas to look for exceptions include:

. Look for a situation where the problem doesn’t exist.

o Look for a succesful situation.

. Look for a description that is less problematic.

. Think about a fun situation.

J Think about a situation where the problem is not as relevant.

These are some questions to ask when looking for exceptions:
° Was there a time when Fred behaved better in the classroom?

o What happened on that ocassion?
J What did Fred do?

o What did you do?

o What did the classmates do?

. What did the parents do?
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° Who else noticed it?

Using scales

Numerical scales offer a concrete and easy way to assess and predict change.
They are also a common practice for teachers in the assesment of children’s performance
in the classroom. Numerical scales provide the following benefits:

o A precise, objective, simple and concrete description of the problem
. A Base line and common language

o A tool to asses, compare and predict the behavior

J Self observation and evaluation

o Simple and concrete ways to report

Using scales becomes an interesting way to talk about exceptions to the problem
and a concrete way to measure and predict change. You could ask your student, “On a
scale from 1 to 10, wherel0 is the best behavior you can achieve, where do you think you
are today?” The student could say, “5” for example, and the teacher could ask, “What
makes you think you are on a 5?” The student could mention the behaviors he exhibited
that makes him think about a five. The teacher could say, “I would have said 6,” and
could mentioned the behavior he saw in the student that day. Then they can have a
conversation about the difference in the perception and the assesment, before asking the
student something like, “Which number would you like to give yourself tomorrow at the
end of the day and what are the behaviors you think you need to have in order to get that
number?” This is an example of how including numbers in the conversation provides
possibilities to look at the behavor and includes a process of evaluation, self-evaluation,
and comparisons for the teacher and the students. It also includes the possibility of
control and self-regulation. On the other hand, the numbers allow us to aspire to small
changes as well as big changes and keep the conversation open as we assess the change
connected to specific behaviors.

Consultation and exercises

Once we shared the ideas regarding exceptions and scales with the group, and
before we asked them to engage in an exercise to put these ideas into practice, we asked
for a volunteer who would be interested in having a consultation regarding a difficult
situation in his/her classroom. A brief conversation/consultation with a teacher provided
the opportunity to demonstrate the use of exceptions, illustrate questions regarding
exceptions, and the use of scales to invite teachers to experience a different way to think
about the student and the problems.
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We invited teachers to form groups of three and engage in the following exercise
taking turns as interviewer, interviewee and observer:

Think about a student you have had difficulties relating to in the last few weeks. Look at
the exception and scaling questions and, in pairs, take turns interviewing your colleague
about this difficult situation. The role of the observer is to write the questions, monitor
the time and help the interviewee when s/he is not able to ask exception questions or
maintain a conversation on the exceptions and instead slips back into questions
concerning the problem.

Teachers were able to have these series of conversations and realised the
questions allowed them to have different thoughts and descriptions regarding the
situation. By participating in the conversation as interviewer, interviewee and observer,
they could look at the process from different angles. The teachers expressed their
curiosity and commented that they needed to practice these ideas for a long time in order
to feel comfortable with them and use them in their classroom. We asked them to practice
the exercise in their classroom and told them that we would provide different
conversational and consultation formats to practice within the school year.

Language and the way we use it

Following this model, teachers began to look for exceptions and use numerical
scales. We also talked about looking at each situation as unique thus making it easier to
identify possibilities for change. An interesting challenge we encountered was the
language teachers used to describe their students” behaviors. We payed special attention
to the use of language, inviting teachers to use action verbs. We also encouraged teachers
to identify frequency of behaviors rather than using ontological expressions (e.g., the
verb “to be”) and to avoid the use of perjorative adjectives when talking about the
children. For example, if a teacher were to say, “Fred is lazy,” we encourage him/her to
say, “Fred did not do his homework 30 times this month.” If a teacher were to say, “Fred
is lazy,” the implication is that Fred cannot be any other way — laziness is a quality of
Fred. On the other hand, if Fred did not do his homework 30 times this month, perhaps he
can do something different next month. Following the ideas of the Solution Focused
Therapy, we also invited the teachers to practice focusing on the positive behaviors
(exceptions) Fred might present. For example, “Fred scored two goals in the soccer
match,” or “Fred helped his classmates solve their relationship problems,” or “Fred takes
care of his sick mother.” This change in language provides a more comprehensive
description of Fred and allows teachers (and others) to assess the possibilities for change.
If the following month Fred still misses his homework 15 times, having a 50%
improvement over the last month, the teacher has the possibility of focusing on the
improvement instead of the 15 times Fred missed his homework, thus giving Fred
motivation to keep on changing. This message indicates that the teacher is aware of his
efforts. We worked with the teachers on a series of exercises where we asked them to
think about a challenging situation or challenging student and search for exceptions and
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alternative descriptions for their behavior. These exercises took place in groups where
different teachers who worked together could provide different and alternative
descriptions of the same student and the same situation.

At the end of the retreat, the participants mentioned that these ideas were useful to
be considered not only in the classroom but in all relationships and contexts. We shared
with the teachers a slogan that was created in another school, “Let’s change the world,
one verb at a time.” In that school, teachers decided that they needed to practice different
ways of speaking and different ways of listening. In order to do so, they had the idea to
create “The language squad,” where teachers could ask each other to pay attention to
their language and every time they heard a fellow teacher use the verb “to be” they would
ask, “Can you say it in a different way?” or “Can you focus on the specific behaviors that
make you describe the student that way?” The teachers liked the idea and decided to
create the “Let’s change the world one verb at a time” banner for the teachers’ lounge.

The Next Step

During the retreat teachers commented that the ideas they were learning seemed
to be useful, although, difficult to put into practice. They requested ongoing consultation
and coaching. Based on our experience and conversations with the school administration
team, we decided collaboratively that the next step in the consultation process would be
to provide monthly consultation in small groups divided by grade. The conversational
spaces were designed to provide the opportunity for hands-on consultation and the
development of collaborative learning communities where colleagues became resources
for each other. This created communities of care and appreciation within each one of the
consultation groups. As part of the process, we asked teachers to create a blog for Best
Practices. In this blog, they were invited to share a description of the challenges they
were encountering and the way they solved them. This blog became a space for teachers
to share and to consult. In addition to sharing succesful experiences, the blog provided
the community of teachers a culture of competence and appreciation as they began to
consult for each other. These experiences of appreciation among colleagues invited
teachers to look for ways to appreciate strengths and resources in their students.

After the first school semester, we scheduled a conference with parents. We gave
a talk about bullying and school relatioships and included some information that came
from interviewing teachers and students regarding the situation in their school. By then,
teachers and school personnel were familiar with bullying theories and had developed
some skills to deal with bullying in the classroom. They were capable of engaging in
informed and successful conversations with the parents and could provide answers to
their questions and concerns.
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Learning from each other: Walking our talk

After working together as a team for ten months, we designed with the teachers a
series of activities to celebrate and emphasize the culture of strength and appreciation we
had constructed together. We asked the teachers to take one month to observe each one of
their students and to answer the following questions by writing the answer on a small
index card:

What have you learned from each one of your students? And what (specific

action or behavior) did the student do that facilitated your learning?

Teachers said that engaging in this exercise for an entire month helped them to
develop a different attitude towards the class. They could see each student as a potential
teacher. The exercise helped them appreciate each child as a unique person, as well as to
appreciate the relationship they had with each other. The teachers created a poster with
these cards and brought it to the classroom to share with the students. They also gave
each student the card that was specifically about that student’s behavior, saying outloud
and in front of the group the description of the learning and thanked the student for what
s/he had taught them along the school year.

In order to strengthen the community of teachers as well as the spirit of
appreciation among them, we created a “Certificate of Appreciation” signed by fellow
teachers. On these certificates, teachers singled out characteristics they appreciated in
each other and described how they showed up in specific actions and behaviors. They
also commented on what they valued about each person. These Certificates were read out
loud and handed out at the End of the Year Celebration in front of the whole staff,
creating a spirit of recognition and appreciation.

Last, but not least, given the fact that it was the end of the school year, we asked
each teacher to write a letter to the person who would be the class’s teacher the following
year. In this letter, we asked the teacher to tell next year’s teacher the achievements of the
year, the way they had accomplished them and his or her dreams and wishes for the
following academic year. Teachers said that this exercise gave them the opportunity to
reflect upon their practice, value their own work, and put their wishes in words.

This work was very succesful and exciting in terms of assessing the impact on the
school personnel and school moral. Teachers commented that it was difficult to keep this
work on an ongoing basis because it goes against the culture and requires a constant
reminder to stay away from the culture of deficit and despair that is prevalent in the
school systems. They commented that having the best practice blog was a good way to
share resources and decided to implement the idea of the language squad to keep on
changing the world one verb at a time.
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Practicing Relational Thinking in Dealing with Bullying

in Schools
Gitte Haslebo and Gro Emmertsen Lund

A typical school day rarely consists only of focused learning and harmonious
interactions between teacher and students and among the students. It also includes fun,
good-natured teasing, unexpected events, disagreements, tension and conflict.
Sometimes, the fun stops for students who are teased; tensions arise as several students
may gang up to persecute or exclude one particular student. This student feels ridiculed,
beaten, hurt, excluded and unhappy. Teachers and others may observe this behaviour and
wish to do something about it. Yet, most of the time it is hard for an adult to understand
what the children are up to, and one’s immediate inclination is to intervene to put an end
to the aggressive or marginalising behaviour. But how? That is the big question. The
problem has been given the label: ‘bullying’ — and it occupies an important place in
current discussions among school professionals and educational researchers, as well as
within public debate.

In this article, we open with a case study about a teaching team trying to put an end
to the bullying of a student. This is a familiar course of events, where the teachers’
understanding and actions are driven by an individualist way of thinking. What this
implies in regard to bullying will be explained in the form of five important assumptions.
The notion that bullying is something to be fought and stamped out is based on a long
tradition characterised by the use of prohibition, punishment and isolation of bullies —
actions that rarely have the desired effects.

Next, we present an alternative set of assumptions about bullying that springs from
a relational way of thinking. This approach enables other and far more promising
practices for school professionals. The key here is that ‘bullying’ can be understood as
one of several ways of dealing with events — and talking about them. Co-creating
‘bullying’ as the plot in a story about a particular student affects the actions of the
persons involved. The first step in making something better happen, therefore, is to notice
when a bullying story is in the making. The article outlines several tools to help school
professionals become aware how a bullying story is co-created — and how they can help
reframe it.

But what to do if the bullying has become an ingrained part of events, that affect a
particular student for a prolonged time? To answer that question, we offer an example of
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a narrative method that can be used to change the course of events. It is called the
undercover anti-bullying team.

It would be ideal, however, if the culture of the school and the class were resilient
to bullying. The final part of the chapter describes how an appreciative method — the
wellbeing class meeting - can be used to develop helpful relationships, mutual
recognition and a shared responsibility for what happens.

Fighting Bullying: The Individualist Perspective

Let us begin by considering the story of Andrew in 5th grade.

Case 1. Andrew, who was called a ‘slimy creep’— a story from a teaching team

One late afternoon, Andrew’s teacher calls Andrew’s parents. He reaches Andrew’s
mother and tells her the following:

‘I am calling to reassure you that we are taking care of the problems. Several
teachers have noticed that Andrew is being teased and ostracized. The other students say
nasty things to him. They call him ‘fat faggot’ and ‘slimy creep’ and things like that. I've
told the kids not to use that sort of language, but they say that these are accurate
descriptions of Andrew. Yesterday, they took his lunch box and tossed it around just before
the lunch break. His food was all smashed up, so he didn’t have any lunch. Andrew
probably told you about that. When the students do group work, no one wants to be in a
group with Andrew, so he often works on his own’.

I spoke with Andrew about it today, and he said that he doesn’t care, because
he’s used to it. We think he does care. He also told me that they write nasty things to him
and about him on Facebook and Skype. The lead bullies are Jack, Eric, Luke and Randy.
We haven’t been able to determine why they do it. I have now written the four boys’
parents and asked them to step up and explain to the boys how wrong this is.

1 just wanted to let you know that we are aware of the bullying and that we will
hit back if it happens again. The school has an anti-bullying policy in place, and we do not
tolerate bullying. Maybe you could also talk to Andrew about getting better at setting
boundaries for others?’

What key questions should we ask when we hear or read this kind of story? There
are many possible questions: Why are the four boys so mean? Why does Andrew fail to
stand up to them? Why have the parents not raised their children better? Why are the
teachers failing to stop the bullying? All these questions are based on the assumption that
solving a problem requires first knowing the causes and preferably determining who is at
fault: the four boys? Andrew? his parents or teachers? In these questions, the focus is on
the individual and concerns personal qualities and intentions. There is a high likelihood
that these ‘why’ questions promote an individualist way of thinking and thus suggest and
invite certain actions.

The individualist way of understanding also contains certain assumptions about
bullying. We will now bring these assumptions to light and put them into words to make
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it possible to consider their usefulness. The assumptions concern both what bullying ‘is’
and how best to combat it. The five key assumptions are the following:
1. Bullying is done by students with the intention of hurting someone
2. The causes of bullying are to be found in the bully’s personal flaws (for example
poor empathy) and low morals
3. The causes, why some students become the victims of bullying are to be found in
their personal flaws (for example low self-esteem, difficulty setting boundaries to
others, etc.)
4. School professionals need to be able to read the bullies’ intentions and stop t