Extract from:
Education in a Changing Environment 17th-18th September 2003
Conference Proceedings


ISBN 0902896660
Copyright for all the contributions in this publication remains with the authors
Published by the University of Salford
http://www.edu.salford.ac.uk/her/
Transitions and Transformations: Ways of Conceptualising Specific Contributions by Learners in Higher Education to the Development of their Active Citizenship

Iain Jones, i.r.jones@salford.ac.uk

Abstract
In this paper I argue that giving voice to learners’ reflections on their experiences emphasises the complexity of the relationship between national policy objectives and local practices. A critical social science perspective is applied to an evaluation of policy texts and I then analyse how three cohorts of adult learners have reflected on their identities in two sets of focus groups. The research is reflexive in that I am explicit about the theoretical stance I have made in using focus groups as one of my research methods. I argue that a social constructivist paradigm has enabled me to conceptualise experiences of these learners as participants in the construction of a local interpretation of a national policy development. 

Introduction: Purpose and Stance
The research that is the basis of this paper is shaped by the different roles that I have and the stances that I am taking towards a specific policy initiative at a university in the North-West of England. The research questions reflect my own purposes, values, and theoretical stance, and particular interest in active citizenship and lifelong learning as a practitioner researcher. 

The paper explores how research on policy development at the institutional level, and the implementation of those policies themselves, needs space for: 

the view that adults bring something, which derives both from their experience of adult life and from their status as citizens to the education process; that adult education is based on a dialogue rather than a mere transmission of knowledge and skill (Thompson, 1983: 46).

As a practitioner, I was responsible for the implementation and evaluation of an element of a Foundation Degree in Community Governance. As a practitioner researcher, I have asked the following research questions about these specific local practices:

What are the objectives of the activity and what is its policy context?

How are learners represented in specific policy texts?

3.	How do their specific individual and collective experiences of formal, non- formal and informal learning shape their conceptions of active citizenship?

4.	What are the actual ways of conceptualising these contributions by learners, and the University, to the development of active citizenship through these specific practices?


The research questions relate to different dimensions of the policy process but are also designed to explore how these social relations structure knowledge. Whereas some of the questions relate to how these specific policies have been framed, my argument is that the role of adult learners is minimised in these specific policy texts. Their place in the policy texts are either marginal, or they are represented as a homogenous group who are passive recipients of a given good, rather than as active agents who may shape that policy. 

As an alternative, I am taking a social constructivist perspective to explore a specific social and cultural setting of learning where ‘subjects give subjective meanings to their life experiences’ (Schutz, 1932) through two sets of focus groups. As such it provides a way of conceptualising the specific contributions by learners to their transitional and transformative learning and, in particular, the knowledge, abilities, and dispositions of active citizenship that they may have developed through episodes in their individual learning careers and shared through the two sets of focus groups. Making sense of and interpreting their perspectives on their experiences of policy reveals the multiple meanings they use. I would argue that understanding these meanings is essential in developing a critical and reflexive approach. The meanings drawn from the two sets of focus groups that I ran with three cohorts of Foundation Degree students, in November-December 2002 and 2003, are an important corrective to the normative assumptions made in the specific policy texts that are briefly analysed in the next section of the paper.

Analysing Policy Texts
The following section reviews ways of analysing specific policy texts, in relation to the Foundation Degree, using the work of Ozga (2000) and Fairclough (2000). My practice and research are informed by the critical social science project that Ozga outlines (2000). Ozga (2000:82-83) reiterates the choices that are made by researchers in the collection and interpretation of evidence. She cites Harvey (1990:2 in 2000:83) who argues that ‘Knowledge is structured by existing sets of social relations. The aim of a critical methodology is to provide knowledge which engages the prevailing social structures’. Ozga argues that texts are significant in the messages they convey – or seek to convey - in relation to the sources, scope and patterns of policy (2000: 94). I apply her framework to specific policy texts to analyse the source, scope, and pattern of policies. I argue that these texts are not neutral and that by analysing the ‘actors’ cited, the organisational priorities, and language used to describe them, I will illustrate the assumptions, framing, and patterns of the policies (Ozga 2000: 95). 

In the following section I briefly combine Ozga’s framework and Fairclough’s work (2000) and apply them to specific policy texts so as to analyse how language has been used to construct, not reflect, the political project of New Labour. Fairclough notes how agents are not represented as social actors, but have an abstract character, and how an emphasis is placed on the inevitability of change. Therefore ‘ The absence of responsible agents further contributes to constructing change as inevitable’ (2000:26). In his analysis of the language of government, Fairclough argues that New Labour, whilst appearing to initiate ‘ great debates’, ‘tends to act like a corporation treating the public as its consumers rather than as its citizens’ (2000:12). The language of government is promotional not dialogical. 

In the promotional language of the HEFCE prospectus on the foundation degree (2000) learners were defined in terms of ‘student supply’ and as ‘evidence of marketing opportunities’. In terms of the relationship between policy actors, learners themselves were not included as participants. In terms of the patterns of policy, and the forms of organisational development suggested by the text, the only policy actors that were explicitly defined were HEIs (Higher Education Institutions), colleges, and employers. Therefore in the policy texts that I have analysed the Foundation Degree in Community Governance was framed in terms of meeting employers needs in terms of organisational and political change. However, I would argue that there is a tension between the expectations of local authority employers and of the motivations of the learners who joined the first cohort of the Foundation Degree in September 2001. The following section briefly explores that tension in terms of the different discourses of citizenship.

The first set of focus groups in November-December 2002 suggested that when the learners applied to join the Foundation Degree their initial motivations reflected their desire for self development. When I revisited the same three cohorts of learners in November-December 2003 they still referred to that initial motivation, framed in terms of self and career development, but they also reflected on a variety of experiences and practices in terms of political awareness and engagement.

Martin’s work (1999) on the economistic and political discourses of citizenship, which is summarised below, provides a theoretical framework for understanding the tensions between the learners expectations of the Foundation Degree and that of their employers.

Discourses of Citizenship
Martin (1999) argues that the normative appeal of active citizenship within policy texts conceals tensions between the economistic and political discourses of citizenship. He offers a typology that problematises the notion of active citizenship. He argues that ‘the idea of lifelong learning can be ‘articulated’ to very different conceptions of citizenship. These, in turn, have very different implications for our notions of what it means to be active citizens in a socially inclusive democracy’  (1999:1). The economistic discourse centres on the individual adult learner as a worker/producer and customer/consumer, whilst the political discourse focuses on the adult learner as a political agent/social actor (1999: 4). These competing discourses can be applied to the specific experiences of the learners within the focus groups in my research and the transitions and transformations in their learning from ‘ useful knowledge’; their understanding of ‘what’ their local authorities are wanting to do and ‘how’ they are seeking to achieve those reforms in community governance, to ‘ really useful knowledge’; their understanding of ‘why’ those reforms have been introduced and their understanding of why the meanings of citizenship itself, in terms of the economistic and political discourses, are contested and dynamic.  

Having briefly placed the Foundation Degree in Community Governance within a theoretical framework on the analysis of policy texts, and discourses of citizenship, I will now analyse the use of focus groups as my other research method.



Research Design and the Use of Focus Groups
The next section of the paper summarises how the focus groups that I ran in November and December 2002 and November-December 2003 were used to explore how the learners I am working with constructed their identities and reflected on their learning in developing knowledge, skills, and self-understanding for active citizenship. Focus groups are appropriate to my research focus and specific research questions because they ‘enable researchers to examine people’s different perspectives as they operate within a social network’ (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999:5, see also Merrill, 2002).

The focus groups explored the implications of:

·	Why the learners joined the foundation degree;

·	Their experiences of it;

·	Whether, and if so how, these experiences of being a learner have made them more active as a citizens;

·	The relationships between the foundation degree and work given that the overall focus of the foundation degree is on community governance and they are either employees of local authorities and/or community activists.

The three cohorts who participated in the focus groups were amongst the first intake into the Foundation Degree in Community Governance in September 2001. Each of the groups meet, during term time, on one evening per week and three times per semester all five cohorts of students meet and work together at the University.  A total of twenty learners participated in the three focus groups:

College A:	Six students. Five are female and one is male. One out of the five women is a Black Muslim. All other students are White. 

College B:	Six students. Four are female and two are male.
All of the students are White.

College C:	Eight students. Seven are female and one is male.
The male student is Asian. All other students are White.

A subsequent paper will explore the implications of gender and ethnicity in relation to how the participants articulated their experiences and learning. I am aware that one of the challenges in analysing the contributions of participants is to identify common themes but also not suppress differences in experience and learning. Further research will explore Kitzinger and Barbour’s argument that each group operates within a specific cultural context and that as such ‘all data is context-bound’ (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999:6). However, in terms of notions of reliability and validity I would argue that my research is making claims of validity but not reliability. Whilst reliable knowledge is based on the idea of evidence supported by repeated testing under the same conditions, valid knowledge is based on the notion of being ‘true’ to that particular place and time. Therefore concepts are developed and their value relevance is such that ‘concepts should be relevant to the problems of a particular society at a particular time’ (Smith, 1998:145).

By working within a social constructivist theoretical framework I am arguing that I am not merely accessing and understanding learners’ voices but that the focus groups have shaped individuals understandings in a collective setting. By participating in focus groups the three cohorts of learners I have worked with engaged in processes of collectively constructing knowledge through reflections on their learning experiences within the Foundation Degree, in their workplaces, and in their communities. Therefore the claim that I am making for focus groups is that these processes of reflection can be an educative experience for the participants. 

Giving voice to the learners’ experiences has enabled me to adopt a critical stance towards the normative assumptions of policy makers in relation to adult learning and active citizenship (one is necessarily good for the other). I wanted to understand the complexities of the relationship between policy objectives, as stated in the texts, and the experiences of the three cohorts of learners. My specific focus is part of a wider research project designed to understand learning within its specific context and culture as a complex and situated phenomenon. The intended benefit for the learners who have participated in my research (see Dominice, 2000) is that they have developed an understanding of the complexities of the policy process partly through their participation in the focus groups. They have collectively traced the inter relationships between their learning on the Foundation Degree in Community Governance, their learning in their workplaces, and their learning through engagements in community action. I am not assuming that the development of their learning is unproblematic nor that learning takes place in a social, economic, and political vacuum.  Their reflections on shared and diverse experiences within each focus group formed part of their processes of learning and of using these experiences, and their understandings of their biographies as learners, as a means of engaging differently in social and political action (Merrill, 2002:11).

Research Findings: Expectations and Experiences of Learning and Learners’ Conceptions of Active Citizenship

Whereas life history research has tended to connect agency and structure at an individual level, the following section of the paper follows Merrill (2002:5) in extending this to a group/collective level where the mutual benefit for learners and research is that ‘Life history reflection can foster the dialectic between the personal and social aspects of learning’. (Dominice, 2000: xvi)

In the focus groups with the Foundation Degree students, when they reflected on their experiences of the Foundation Degree after a year of their course, three sets of issues emerged around personal and collective experiences. At an individual level they spoke of changes in their own learning but collectively they referred to changes in the context of their work, their understanding of their role at work, and access to information.

These experiences reflect the objective and subjective dimensions of the students’ individual learning careers and how this relates to their own understanding of the contested meaning of active citizenship. The objective dimension of the learning career can be measured in terms of career progression and the subjective in terms of their changing experiences and identities. Through these different experiences, and changes in their self-identity, they are also experiencing the tensions between the normative assumptions of the policy texts and the model of individual employability, the local authority employers assumptions of rational organisational change symbolised by a Performance Management model, and their own experiences and understandings of the complexities of that organisational change. Whereas their expectation in joining the Foundation Degree was located in the economistic discourse of worker/producer and consumer, their emerging experiences suggest that they are moving beyond an understanding of the ‘how’ and ‘what’ of useful knowledge to the ‘why’ of ‘really useful knowledge’, which they are couching, in the political discourse of political agent/social actor. In the focus groups they collectively articulated this discourse in terms of a greater understanding of the dynamics in the relationship between local authorities and the voluntary sector and their own active roles in these processes as local authority employees or voluntary sector activists.

A recurring theme within each of the focus groups with the Foundation Degree students was also the support and learning from the group. Therefore although some external factors are particular to each local authority and cohort of students, and the implications of specific local context will be explored in a further paper, there were also common factors and experiences that were intrinsic to each group. Each group reflected on their collective learning through their shared insights into these experiences.

Interpreting a Policy Which They Are Participants in
The learners are developing an understanding of the complexities of the policy process and of their roles within it. If their reflection on their knowledge of this social world started with what Schutz (1932) called a ‘stream of experience’ then through processes of ‘typification’ they have built up meaning. Through the focus groups a series of individual experiences have been shared and participants have collectively constructed ‘classes of experience through similarity’ (Craib, 1984:85). They have begun the process of building up what Schutz called ‘meaning contexts’ and these form part of their ‘stocks of knowledge’.

Learning active citizenship through participation in socio-institutional and cultural processes is complex and the attributes for active citizenship have been constructed by these adult learners through their experiences at a specific point in their learning careers. By reflecting on their own shared experiences of learning within the focus groups they have engaged in their:

own conscious identification of the activity as significant learning or training (and) the retrospective recognition of both (1) a new significant form of knowledge, understanding or skill and (2) the process of acquisition (Livingstone, 2001: 4, my emphasis).


Conclusion
My research findings reflect Merrifield’s work (2001) that summarised several assumptions about the nature of learning. Firstly, that  ‘Learning is social even though it occurs within an individual. It takes place in specific social contexts that shape what is learned, by whom and in what ways’ (2001:8). Secondly, learning is shaped by external factors but also by factors that are intrinsic to a particular group- what Lave and Wenger (1991) referred to as engagement with and in communities of practice. Thirdly, the notion of ‘apprenticeship’ emphasises for Lave and Wenger the process of developing participation through communities of practice. Merrifield concludes ‘research on socially situated learning suggests we must view learning as a developmental process, a process not just of proficiency at a skill but of engagement in a community’ (2001:12).

In this paper, I have combined Martin’s notion of competing discourses of citizenship, with Ozga’s work on policy texts and specifically Fairclough’s work on the language of New Labour, to argue that the language of specific policy texts has constructed a narrow emphasis on individual employability. By contrast, the analysis of focus groups with adult learners on a Foundation Degree has traced the tensions for learners between the economistic discourse of citizenship (as worker/producer/consumer), and their experiences around a political discourse of citizenship. Through the focus groups students have reflected on their identities as workers and learners and constructed meanings that challenge the normative assumptions of the specific policy texts that have been analysed. In turn, the reflexive stance I have taken as a practitioner researcher has enabled me to adopt a critical perspective on a local experience of a national policy development. This paper has explored why understanding learners experiences, and their reflections on them, are essential in being able to analyse their roles as actors who are participating in the shaping of a policy rather than being passive recipients of it.
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